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Abstract 
Lundgren, S. 2011. Heterosexual Havana. Ideals and hierarchies of gender and sexuality in 
contemporary Cuba. (La Habana heterosexual. Ideales y jerarquías de género y sexualidad en 
la Cuba contemporánea). Department of Cultural Anthropology and Ethnology, Uppsala 
University. 216 pp. Uppsala. ISBN 978-91-506-2201-0. 
 
Drawing on two periods of ethnographic fieldwork in Vedado, Havana, in 2004–2007, this 
dissertation analyses the interconnections between gender, sexuality, and heterosexuality. 
With theoretical inspiration from the works of Stevi Jackson and Beverley Skeggs, it 
discusses how the logics underlying heterosexual relations also regulate hierarchical gendered 
ideals. It examines how gendered conceptions of sexuality confirm a position of heterosexual 
desirability, and traces a specifically heterosexual gender construction of men and women as 
oppositional forces, glued together in a relationship of eroticized complementarity. 

Moreover, the dissertation shows that the everyday negotiation of ideals around gender 
and sexuality is characterized by constant hierarchization. It explores how the emic concept of 
‘cultural level’ is used in a process of othering to mark moral distance and create a position of 
superiority. It also suggests that in post-crisis Cuba, the body has become a new site on which 
to inscribe distinction and mark privilege, as a way of navigating in a context of new and 
unfamiliar differentiations. 

The dissertation demonstrates how female eroticism, male eroticized performances in 
street interaction, and the female body ideal are central sites for establishing an image of 
national particularity. In this historic moment, these have also become sites for marking 
difference and creating hierarchies. The dissertation argues that inclusive and unifying 
conceptions of ‘Cubanness’ are both delineated and reinforced through exclusion and the 
demarcation of difference within this collectivity. 

This notion of the nation carries gendered and sexualized inscriptions. It has been 
constructed through the historical exclusion of non-heterosexuality, which has been closely 
connected to the consolidation of a specific ideal of masculinity. The dissertation analyses the 
destabilizing potential of a shift in Cuban sexual politics during the last two decades and 
explores how this might imply a new configuration of the relationship between gender and 
sexuality. 
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Resumen 
Lundgren, Silje 2011. La Habana heterosexual. Ideales y jerarquías de género y sexualidad en 
la Cuba contemporánea. 

Partiendo de dos períodos de trabajo de campo etnográfico en El Vedado, La Habana, 2004–
2007, esta tesis analiza las interconexiones entre género, sexualidad y heterosexualidad. Con 
inspiración teórica en Stevi Jackson y Beverley Skeggs, se examina cómo las lógicas 
subyacentes en las relaciones heterosexuales regulan ideales jerárquicos de género. Analiza 
cómo las concepciones generizadas de sexualidad confirman una posición de deseabilidad 
heterosexual, y examina la construcción de género específicamente heterosexual de hombres 
y mujeres como fuerzas opuestas, atados en una relación de complementariedad erotizada. 

La tesis muestra que la negociación cotidiana de ideales de género y sexualidad se 
caracteriza por una jerarquización constante. Explora cómo el concepto émico de ‘nivel 
cultural’ es utilizado en un proceso de otredad para marcar distancia moral y crear una 
posición de superioridad. También sugiere que en la Cuba post-crisis, el cuerpo es un nuevo 
sitio donde se inscriben signos de distinción y privilegio, como una manera de navegar en un 
contexto de nuevas diferenciaciones. 

La tesis demuestra cómo el erotismo femenino, los actos erotizados masculinos en la calle 
y el ideal del cuerpo femenino son sitios centrales para establecer una imagen de 
particularidad nacional. En este momento histórico, éstos se han convertido también en sitios 
donde se marcan diferencias y jerarquías. La tesis sostiene que las concepciones incluyentes y 
unificadoras de ‘cubanía’ son delineadas y reforzadas a través de la exclusión y demarcación 
de diferencias dentro de esa noción colectiva. 

Esta noción de nación posee inscripciones generizadas y sexualizadas. Se ha construido 
históricamente a través de la exclusión de la no-heterosexualidad, estrechamente vinculada a 
la consolidación de un ideal específico de masculinidad. La tesis analiza el potencial 
desestabilizador de un cambio en la política sexual cubana, y explora cómo esto podría 
implicar una nueva configuración de la relación entre género y sexualidad. 

Palabras clave: Habana, Vedado, Cuba, heterosexualidad, género, sexualidad, erotismo, 
masculinidad, homosocialidad, jerarquía, jerarquización, ‘nivel cultural’, política sexual, 
educación sexual, piropos, reguetón, cuerpo, telenovela 
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1. Introduction 

Let me begin at the end. When I went to Havana in June 2010, I raised an 
idea with two friends about making an art exhibition based on the theme 
‘Heterosexual Havana’. I had been pondering this idea for some time; it was 
closely connected to my developing cooperation with Cuban (and non-
Cuban) researchers on sexualities in Cuba, and to my friendships of many 
years with artists and art curators in Havana. I imagined the exhibition as a 
space where scholarly discussion and art could meet and cross-fertilize, 
presenting up-to-date scholarly work to a non-academic public and letting 
the art create a framework of co-reflection. 

As we discussed the idea of such an exhibition, it immediately became 
clear that the theme I had proposed was quite slippery and vague. A theme 
for an art exhibition would naturally have to be formulated so that it 
appeared current and relevant and spoke to local artists. In Havana, as in 
many other contexts, the term ‘heterosexuality’ is quite alien and abstract 
and does not necessarily make much sense. Even so, my friends had no 
difficulties coming up with a range of immediate associations as to what art 
works could relate to the theme that I proposed. We went through art 
exhibitions that had been organized in Havana lately and discussed a range 
of existing art pieces that had not been created with ‘heterosexuality’ in 
mind but might have interesting new readings if they were exhibited within 
this framework. 

Still, I could not help but feel that I had not been able to communicate my 
idea in a satisfactory way. This was troubling, to say the least, as I had just 
finished a draft of a dissertation manuscript on the matter. In a last attempt to 
decide whether we should pursue the idea of the exhibition, I formulated my 
own interpretation of the theme ‘Heterosexual Havana’ by making a list of 
local sayings that appeared in my dissertation material. Among the sayings 
were: 

 
Entre marido y mujer nadie se debe meter [Between husband and wife 

nobody should interfere] 
Si no me cela no me quiere [If s/he is not jealous, s/he does not love me] 
Las locas no tienen dueño [Crazy women (also, queers/queens) have no 

owner/s]  
La madre es la única mujer en que se puede confiar [The mother is the 

only woman that can be trusted] 
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My friends laughed at this compilation of sayings that were so recognizable 
yet also so striking as they appeared together presented in writing. My list 
spurred a new discussion on how to frame the art exhibition, and one of my 
friends suggested that he and I should make an art piece based on the list. 

Most interesting, however, was the comment my other friend, Sofia, made 
about the list: ‘Silje, what you are really talking about is machismo [approx. 
male chauvinism]!’ Sofia’s look was full of conviction as she said this. But I 
could also trace a tiny question mark in her expression, as if she wondered 
whether we were talking at cross-purposes. Her comment startled me. She 
had concisely pointed out an analytical crossroads where I had hesitated for 
years during my dissertation work. Moreover, she suggested that I take one 
path, and I had chosen another. 

As I understand Sofia, she suggested that these sayings all reflected a set 
of gendered ideals, rather than a logic governing heterosexual relations, 
which had been my interpretation. And not just any gendered ideals, she 
argued, but a specific configuration of gender hierarchy that she captured in 
the word machismo. With her comment, she seemed to suggest that I had got 
my analytical priorities wrong. This reinterpretation of the matter reminds 
me of my initial approach to this field, and the original formulation of the 
research questions of this dissertation. 

Questions at issue 
I set out to study gender relations in Cuba, and how gendered ideals were 
negotiated in everyday life. Initially, this was not formulated in connection 
with sexuality, much less heterosexuality. My original research question was 
directed towards the relationship between everyday gendered ideals and the 
official state discourse. This interest came from an impression that much of 
the literature on gender relations in Cuba seemed to confuse the state 
discourse with everyday ‘reality’, for instance assuming that legislation was 
actually followed. But it soon became clear that this research question was 
too rigid. It anticipated a dichotomous juxtaposition between everyday life 
and official discourse that fixed the approach in deadlock. I wrote an article 
based on this question for a Cuban journal (Lundgren 2010a), but never 
managed to incorporate the complexity of my material into it. The approach 
seemed to reproduce a juxtaposition that I had originally set out to relativize. 

During the process of analysis, I strove to take my material seriously and 
tease out its complexities. It was relatively easy to identify everyday arenas 
where gendered ideals were negotiated, such as couplehood, street 
interaction, and the production of beauty. These arenas make up some of the 
chapters of this dissertation. It also became clear that the gendered positions 
in these arenas were tightly connected to conceptions of sexuality. To 
understand the negotiation of gendered ideals, it was hence necessary to 
analyse them in relation to such conceptions. As a result, I reformulated my 
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research question towards the relationship between gender and sexuality. 
Moreover, these everyday negotiations of gendered ideals connected with 
conceptions of sexuality in a very specific way: portraying men and women 
as glued together in a relationship of eroticized complementarity. The 
interrelation that could be traced between gender and sexuality thus seemed 
to deal with a regulation of heterosexual relations. 

I started to experiment with heterosexuality as an angle to approach 
gendered ideals in this context. This angle proved fruitful in illuminating the 
interrelation between gender and sexuality. The reformulation of my original 
research questions was hence not a premise or point of departure. Instead, it 
was the result of an analytical process which showed that an angle that did 
not explicitly include sexuality would be unable to illuminate central aspects 
of gendered ideals. Thus, I see Sofia’s point that the sayings above deal with 
gendered ideals and reflect a very specific configuration of them. This 
dissertation explores these gendered ideals in relation to the logics that 
govern heterosexual relations. I resume a discussion of the analytical 
implications of Sofia’s comment in the conclusions of the dissertation. The 
first research question of this dissertation thus asks how gender and 
sexuality are interconnected, and how gendered ideals are negotiated in 
relation to heterosexuality. 

Moreover, during the analytical process I had the extraordinary privilege of 
being able to compare my material in detail with that of two anthropological 
colleagues who had also conducted ethnographic research in Havana and 
other parts of Cuba (Padrón Hernández 2007, 2011, forthcoming; Rosendahl 
1997a, 2001, 2002). Our discussions made it clear that our material differed 
in several important respects. An exploration of these differences was 
helpful in trying to situate my material in the Cuban context. Through a 
comparison with the material of my colleagues, I could identify my 
interlocutors’ relatively privileged position in the Havana context. While 
chapter 2 situates their location in detail, two central aspects should be 
mentioned here. Most of my interlocutors lived in Vedado, which is 
sometimes referred to as a ‘middle class’ section of Havana (Stout 2008b, 
724). Also, the great majority of my interlocutors would classify themselves 
as white within the emic continuum of racial categories (see e.g. Vaughan 
2005). I experimented with approaching my interlocutors in terms of ‘white 
middle class’ to see how this could frame and contribute to my analysis. This 
idea was discarded, as it would imply imposing an etic categorization that 
did not make much sense in the Cuban context. Instead, I decided to explore 
the process through which my interlocutors distanced themselves from 
others within this context. An analysis of the markers of difference that were 
used in this process also proved fruitful in situating my discussion within a 
specific historic moment: in a society that is trying to recover from a severe 
economic crisis, with new differentiations and unfamiliar hierarchies. 
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This contextualization leads to a second research question, closely 
connected to the first one, asking how difference and hierarchies are 
articulated in the negotiation of ideals around gender and sexuality. 

Working with these two research questions, it gradually caught my attention 
how conceptions of ‘Cubanness’ played an important role in these 
negotiations of ideals around gender and sexuality: not only to mark unity 
and national particularity, but also to establish hierarchies within this 
context. Chapter 2 explores the gendered and sexualized aspects of the 
historical construction of ‘Cubanness’. At this moment of post-crisis and 
change in the Cuban context, it seems that ‘Cubanness’ has become a site for 
symbolic struggles and renegotiations. This forms a third track to be 
explored in this dissertation, as part of the second research question above. 

To sum up, this ethnographic study from Havana examines the negotiations 
of ideals around gender and sexuality in everyday life. It attempts to 
illuminate the relationship between gendered ideals and heterosexuality. 
Furthermore, it aims to contribute to the understanding of how boundaries 
are drawn and hierarchies created within conceptions of unity. 

Theoretical framework 
The dissertation’s analysis has been inspired by many other researchers. 
Here, I present two theorists who have been of particular importance in the 
formulation of the research questions and then turn to some wider theoretical 
debates that inform the analysis throughout the chapters. 

The formulation of the first research question, about the interconnections 
between gender and sexuality and how gendered ideals are negotiated in 
relation to heterosexuality, was inspired by sociologist Stevi Jackson’s 
contributions to theorising on heterosexuality (Jackson 1995, 1996, 1999, 
2005, 2006). Jackson’s work relates to a long tradition within gender and 
feminist theory of problematizing heterosexuality as a cultural construction 
and analysing its interrelationship with gender. This tradition has its roots in 
the early contributions of Gayle Rubin (1975) and Adrienne Rich (1980). 
Jackson’s work also dialogues with more recent contributions to the field of 
critical heterosexuality studies.1 

According to Stevi Jackson, to analyse heterosexuality we must explore 
the workings of the intersection between gender and sexuality (Jackson 
1999, 174). Heterosexuality is by definition a gender relationship (Jackson 
2006, 107), and hence ‘doing heterosexuality’ is also about ‘doing gender’ 

                                                 
1 See Holland, Ramazanoglu, and Thomson (1996), Hollway (1993), Ingraham (1994, 2005), 
Maynard and Purvis (1995), Ramazanoglu and Holland (1993), Ramazanoglu (1994, 1995), 
Richardson (1996), Wilton (1996), see also Butler (1990, 1993, 2002). 
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(Jackson 1999, 180). The ways in which sexuality, gender, and 
heterosexuality intersect are historically and contextually variable (Jackson 
2006, 106), and we need to be able to think about the relationship between 
gender and heterosexuality without deciding their specific interlinkages in 
advance (Jackson 2005, 26). 

Jackson stresses that our definitions of the terms ‘gender’, ‘sexuality’, and 
‘heterosexuality’ have consequences for the analysis of linkages between 
them (Jackson 2006, 105). She is hence critical of those theorists of 
heterosexuality who, she suggests, ‘collapse’ gender and sexuality into one 
term (Jackson 1999, 176f.).2 While acknowledging that the question of 
definition is exceedingly complex (see e.g. Thurén 2002a), I have no 
ambition to develop its finer points here and have thus chosen to make use of 
Jackson’s definitions. 

Stevi Jackson uses ‘gender’ to encompass all aspects of the division or 
distinction between women and men, female and male, and also to capture 
the content of these categories, what we understand as femininity and 
masculinity (Jackson 2005, 25; 2006, 106). By ‘sexuality’ she refers to ‘all 
erotically significant aspects of social life and social being’ (Jackson 2005, 
17). What is considered ‘erotically significant’ is of course historically and 
contextually variable (Jackson 2006, 106). In this dissertation, aspects that 
could be said to be ‘erotically significant’ would be conceptions of sexual 
‘drives’ and ‘needs’, encouraged and discouraged expressions of eroticism, 
and how certain sexual acts are deduced from a specific gender expression. 

Jackson suggests a broad definition of ‘heterosexuality’. She argues that 
heterosexuality ‘should not be thought of as simply a form of sexual 
expression’ or seen as coterminous with ‘heterosexual sexuality’ (Jackson 
2006, 107). In her definition, heterosexuality ‘is not only sexual’ but also 
entails nonsexual gendered practices (ibid.; see also Jackson 2005, 30). From 
a materialist feminist perspective, Jackson insists that it is necessary to 
analyse material conditions of heterosexuality, such as division and 
distribution of property, leadership positions, paid and unpaid labour, 
housework, and childcare (see e.g. Jackson 2005, 30). 

This dissertation focuses on what Stevi Jackson calls ‘heterosexual 
sexuality’. While Jackson is critical of such a narrow scope, the reason I 
have chosen her work as one of my main theoretical inspirations is that she 
makes it explicit that to be able to understand heterosexuality we must 
understand the empirical connections between gender and sexuality (Jackson 
1999, 174; 2006, 107). This dissertation aims at a carefully contextualized 
analysis of the local meanings of gender and sexuality to be able to tease out 
their interlinkages. I have chosen to focus on ‘heterosexual sexuality’ 

                                                 
2 Jackson exemplifies this ‘collapsing into one term’ with sociologists Tamsin Wilson’s 
concept of the ’heteropolar model’ (Wilton 1996) and Chrys Ingraham’s analysis of the 
‘heterosexual imaginary’ (Ingraham 1994, 2005). 
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because this might contribute to understanding gender relations in the 
Havana context from a new perspective. 

In her work, Jackson dialogues with contributions from queer theory on 
heteronormativity. She suggests that these share concerns with feminist 
theoretical analyses of heterosexuality. Both question the ways in which 
heterosexuality is routinely normalized, and neither assumes that gender 
divisions or the heterosexual/homosexual divide are fixed by nature (Jackson 
2005, 22). However, Jackson argues that their emphases diverge in that 
‘feminists have historically focused on male dominance within heterosexual 
relations, [whereas] queer theorists have directed their attention to the ways 
in which “heteronormativity” renders alternatives to heterosexuality “other” 
and marginal’ (ibid.). Heterosexuality, ‘while exclusionary, also governs the 
lives of those included within its boundaries in ways that cannot be 
explained by heteronormativity alone’ (Jackson 2006, 108). Jackson refers 
back to Adrienne Rich’s classic analysis of ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ 
(Rich 1980), which she sees as a forerunner of the concept 
‘heteronormativity’. Jackson suggests preserving ‘an often neglected legacy 
of the former concept [compulsory heterosexuality]: that institutionalized, 
normative heterosexuality regulates those kept within its boundaries as well 
as marginalizing and sanctioning those outside them’ (Jackson 2006, 105). 
Furthermore, she spells out that ‘Feminists have a vested interest in what 
goes on within heterosexual relations because we are concerned with the 
ways in which heterosexuality depends upon and guarantees gender division’ 
(ibid., emphasis in original). 

As heterosexuality is not a homogenous category occupied by everyone in 
the same way, some scholars prefer to speak of heterosexualities.3 Others 
speak of ‘ideal’ or ‘normative’ heterosexuality.4 In this dissertation, I have 
chosen to speak of hierarchies within heterosexuality and their 
interconnections with hierarchical gendered ideals. 

The second research question of this dissertation asks how difference and 
hierarchies are articulated in the negotiation of ideals around gender and 
sexuality. To explore this I draw on the work of sociologist Beverley Skeggs 
(1997, 2004a). In her book Class, Self, Culture (2004a), Skeggs analyses 
processes of class formation and ‘the making of difference’. She approaches 
these as processes that are ‘dynamic, produced through conflict and fought 
out at the level of the symbolic’ (ibid., 5). One such process is that of 
inscription, that is, ‘the way value is transferred onto bodies and read off 
them, and the mechanisms by which it is retained, accumulated, lost, or 
appropriated’ (ibid., 13). Inscribing certain characteristics becomes a way to 

                                                 
3 See e.g. Hollway (1993), Skeggs (1997). 
4 See Ambjörnsson (2004, 14), Guillard Limonta (2009), Nordin (2007, 25f.), Seidman 
(1996). 
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generate value, ‘making through marking’ the value of particular bodies 
(ibid., 12f.).  

This analysis helps me to understand the use of local markers of 
difference in the Havana context, and how the ascription of essential 
characteristics to others may work to create a position of privilege. With 
Skeggs, I understand the ‘making of difference’ as a process of othering 
through which ‘some groups can become resources for others’ (ibid., 26). A 
central element in this process is exclusion¸ which Skeggs sees as ‘a 
constitutive limit holding some groups as the ground of fixity from which 
others can move’ (ibid.). To ascribe essential characteristics to others 
becomes a way to ‘impose fixity onto those from whom they draw and claim 
moral distance’ (ibid., 4), and this fixity enables others to become mobile 
and flexible (ibid., 1). 

Throughout the dissertation I also draw on the book Formations of Class 
and Gender. Becoming Respectable (Skeggs 1997). This is based on 
ethnographic research among British white working-class women, and is 
closely related to the making of class and difference. Here, Skeggs analyses 
her interlocutors’ ‘becoming respectably heterosexual’. She points out that 
‘heterosexuality is not occupied equally’ but becomes a mechanism for the 
reproduction of difference and inequalities (ibid., 118). Thus, 
‘Heterosexualities, sexualities and sexual practice are central sites for 
contestations about respectability’ (ibid., 119). Heterosexuality can confer 
privilege, ‘but only alongside other relations of inequality such as class, race 
and gender’ (ibid., 120). Although I do not use the term ‘respectability’ in 
relation to my material, I draw on this analysis of the creation of hierarchies 
in the negotiations of ideals around gender and sexuality. 

In the same book, Skeggs also discusses investments in one’s physical 
appearance as a form of ‘corporeal capital’ that can yield profit and payback 
(ibid., 101f.). These investments often take place in a homosocial setting 
(ibid., 104) through the consumption of beauty products (ibid., 108). Skeggs 
argues that this consumption becomes ‘an incitement to individuality’ 
through which the ‘feel-good’ about the body becomes marketable (ibid.). 
The payback of such investments is the confirmation of heterosexual 
desirability (ibid., 111f.), which is validated and authorized through male 
approval (ibid., 112). For my discussion, this analysis is relevant to 
understanding how investments in and around the body on the one hand take 
place in homosocial networks of solidarity and loyalty, and on the other hand 
become ways to create a position of privilege. It also illuminates the 
relationship between homosociality and heterosexuality. 

Skeggs has been a central person in developing a feminist critique of the 
work of Pierre Bourdieu, specifically his work on gender (Adkins and 
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Skeggs 2004).5 This dissertation makes some use of Bourdieu in the analysis 
of processes of naturalization and how these create the terms in which 
resistance can be formulated (see Bourdieu 2001, 13f.). Further, it refers to 
his work on how distinction is marked on the body (Bourdieu 1984, 190ff.), 
and the symbolic power to make judgments of taste legitimate (Bourdieu 
1984; see also Skeggs 2004a, 107). 

Skeggs suggests that Bourdieu is useful for ‘understanding the middle-
class, their authorization, exchange and use of distinction’ (Skeggs 2004b, 
30). However, she writes, ‘he cannot account for the nuanced practices of 
those who do not operate from a dominant position’ (ibid.). Skeggs is quite 
critical towards many scholars’ routine-like focus on the middle class, 
‘viewing the world from a position of privilege, which assumes the 
possibility of self, individualization, reflexivity, choice, mobility and 
entitlement’ (Skeggs 2004a, 173). This discussion forms a background to my 
use of both Skeggs and Bourdieu in relation to my second research question 
about difference and hierarchies. As mentioned, I wish to explore the 
processes of othering through which my interlocutors took on a position of 
privilege in the Havana context, and the authorization and legitimization of 
their interpretations. My analysis hence does not assume this position 
beforehand, but examines the mechanisms through which it is created. Thus, 
this ‘viewing from a position of privilege’ strives to make the partiality of 
my interlocutors’ experiences explicit (see ibid.). 

I also draw on other theoretical debates to develop my analysis throughout 
the dissertation. In exploring the gendered and sexualized inscription of the 
notion of ‘Cubanness’, the work of historian Abel Sierra Madero (2002, 
2003, 2006) and that of anthropologist Mona Rosendahl (1997a) have been 
important. This analysis also draws on the explorations of Beverley Skeggs 
on national belonging as a particular form of legitimacy (Skeggs 2004a, 19).  

I introduce theorizing on the role of homosociality in the construction of 
masculinity,6 and make use of the contributions of historian Julio César 
González Pagés to Cuban masculinity studies (González Pagés 2001b, 2002, 
2003b). Similarly, works that explore the relationship between female 

                                                 
5 Many feminist theorists ‘selectively appropriate’ Bourdieu’s work (Moi 1999; cited in Witz 
2004), and Skeggs suggests that ‘Bourdieu can be put to use but with limits’ (Skeggs 2004b, 
30). Anne Witz points to ‘Bourdieu’s tendency to overstate the doxic order of gender 
relations,’ (Witz 2004, 212) and argues that in his work Masculine Domination (Bourdieu 
2001) Bourdieu seems ‘enchanted by the permanence of masculine domination’ (Witz 2004, 
216, emphasis in original). Consequently, Véronique Mottier argues, his work ‘is more 
helpful as an explanation of the perpetuation of gender differences than as an analysis of 
gender power’ (Mottier 2002, 357). A similar debate on the potential, or lack of the same, for 
change and resistance in Bourdieu’s model is reflected in critical comparisons on the 
differences between Pierre Bourdieu’s and Judith Butler’s work (Lawler 2004; Lovell 2000). 
See also Adkins (2004), Fowler (2004), McRobbie (2004), Moi (1991). 
6 See Ambjörnsson (2004, 321), Lipman-Blumen (1976), Nordin (2007), Sedgwick (1985). 
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homosociality, heterosexuality, and gender division are central to my 
discussion (Ambjörnsson 2004; Skeggs 1997). 

The analysis in chapter 6 is inspired by the work of anthropologist Thaïs 
Machado-Borges on body production (Machado-Borges 2008a, 2008b). I 
draw on her analysis of the ‘natural body’ as something that can be 
overcome, and on how bodily modifications are entangled with broader 
contexts of power and inequality (Kulick and Machado-Borges 2005; 
Machado-Borges 2008c). 

The theoretical debate on same-sex sexuality in Cuba and Latin America 
informs chapter 7.7 This literature discusses how local conceptions of male 
same-sex sexuality reflect a specific configuration of the relationship 
between gender and sexuality, and how the category ‘homosexuality’ 
introduces a new model of this relationship. 

In relation to this, I also introduce an anthropological debate on soap 
operas.8 This research argues that fictional works of popular culture may be 
produced with a specific reading in mind, but that viewers are active and 
selective in their decoding of these messages and their interpretations must 
be understood within their particular socio-cultural context. Here I also relate 
to literature that explores the use of popular culture in debates on sexual 
politics in Cuba.9 

Research background 
In presenting the field of research about gender and sexuality in Cuba, it is 
relevant to distinguish between research published within and outside the 
country.  

Political scientist Carollee Bengelsdorf suggests a distinction between 
three different ‘waves’ in social science studies on Cuba published outside 
the island after the socialist revolution of 1959 (Bengelsdorf 2009). During 
the first wave, she writes, ‘the classic Cubanologists reigned’ (ibid., 140). 
This wave ‘focused with broad strokes upon the economy, the state, Fidel 
himself’ (ibid.). The ‘second wave’, Bengelsdorf suggests, emerged in 
response to the Cubanologists. Again, ‘the focus was on broad categories, 
but the emphasis was upon disproving and/or going beyond the models 
employed by the first generation’ (ibid.). However, Bengelsdorf writes, 
restrictions on field research made it difficult to do research outside of the 
Cuban state institutions and organizations (ibid.). 

A large part of the early research on gender relations in Cuba, published 
outside the country, would fall into the ‘second wave’ suggested by 

                                                 
7 See Babb (2003), Guillard Limonta (2009), Howe (2008, forthcoming), Kulick (1997, 2000, 
2010), Lancaster (1992), Leiner (1994), Lumsden (1996), Sierra Madero (2002, 2003, 2006). 
8 See Abu-Lughod (2005), Howe (2008), Machado-Borges (2003). 
9 See Burton (1981), Chanan (2003), Guillard Limonta (2009), see also D’Lugo (1993). 
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Bengelsdorf, regarding its approach and access to material. This literature 
traditionally formulated its scope as ‘women in Cuba’.10 Some topics were 
recurring: women’s incorporation in the workforce, changes in legislation 
regarding discrimination towards women, and particularly the Family Code 
from 1975.11 Some of this work also explored topics of sexuality and sexual 
education.12 Most of this research has been based on official documents, 
statistics and interviews with official representatives, although some has also 
been based on field research. Particular attention has been dedicated to the 
Federation of Cuban Women (FMC)13 and to the relationship between the 
socialist revolution and feminism.14 There is also more recent research on 
women in political positions in Cuba15 that Bengelsdorf suggests ‘looks to 
older models’ due to its focus on statistics and interviews with official 
representatives (ibid., 143). 

The work of anthropologist Mona Rosendahl should be mentioned as an 
exception here, as she was able to carry out anthropological fieldwork in a 
village in Eastern Cuba during the late 1980s (Rosendahl 1994, 1997a, 
1997b, 1997c, 2001, 2002). This work could be seen as a precursor to what 
Bengelsdorf calls the ‘third generation’ of social science in Cuban studies. 
The researchers of this ‘third wave’ have managed, ‘formally (with 
permission) or informally, to undertake fieldwork. This has enriched their 
studies enormously,’ Bengelsdorf concludes (Bengelsdorf 2009, 141). Some 
of the topics that have received attention are sexual politics and same-sex 
sexualities,16 and recently also sexual tourism in Cuba.17 Among the latter, 
many anthropological dissertations can be found.18 

Bengelsdorf exemplifies the third generation of Cuban studies with the 
work of sociologist Sujatha Fernandes on Cuban arts, film and the hiphop 
movement (Fernandes 2006). Fernandes’s work is based on ethnographic 
fieldwork in Havana, and she situates it in terms similar to Bengelsdorf’s, as 
part of a new generation of empirically informed research on Cuba, as 
opposed to the polemic pre-1990 Cubanology (Fernandes 2006, 20f.). 
Fernandes stresses the importance of acknowledging and making use of the 

                                                 
10 See Bengelsdorf (1985, 1988, 1997a), Cole (1988), Nazzari (1983), Stone (1981). 
11 See Bengelsdorf and Stubbs (1992), Cole (1980), DuMoulin and Larguia (1986), King 
(1977), Rosenthal (1992), Stubbs (1994), Withers Osmond (1991).  
12 See Arguelles and Rich (1984), Gotzkowitz and Turits (1988), Rich and Arguelles (1985), 
Smith (1992), Smith and Padula (1996). 
13 See Fleites-Lear (2006), Lutjens (1995), Molyneux (1996). 
14 See Aguilar and Chenard (1994), Bengelsdorf and Stubbs (1992), Domínguez (1987), 
Lutjens (1995), Randall (1992), see also Safa (2005, 2009), Shayne (2004). 
15 See Luciak (2005, 2007). 
16 See Hill (2007), Leiner (1994), Lumsden (1996), Pope (2003), Saunders (2009).  
17 See Alcázar Campos (2009), Allen (2007), Cabezas (2004, 2006, 2009), Hodge (2001), 
Kummels (2005), Marrero (2003), Rundle (2001), see also Lundgren (2003), Stout (2008b), 
Schwartz (1997). 
18 See Céspedes (2007), Forrest (1999), Fosado (2004), Garcia (2008), Hodge (2005), see also 
Alcázar Campos (2010), Stout (2008a). 
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work by academics within Cuba, ‘a body of work that has been ignored by 
most mainstream Cubanologists’ (Fernandes 2006, 21). 

The position of social sciences in Cuba has been closely connected to the 
country’s historical-political development.19 In the decades following the 
Cuban revolution of 1959, the leadership prioritized natural and technical 
sciences (Alcázar Campos 2007, 90). Until the 1980s, Marxism or historical 
materialism were the dominant theoretical influences, and the social sciences 
focused on applied studies (ibid., referring to Núñez Jover 1997, 191). After 
the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the crisis that followed in Cuba in the 
1990s, social sciences gained a new position (Alcázar Campos 2007, 91, 
referring to Martín 1998, 77). However, there is still a marked lack of 
resources to carry out research for Cuban scholars, and the legacies of 
Marxist-Leninist theory and applied sciences are still present. 

As to studies of gender within the social sciences, there are several 
overviews of Cuban gender research.20 Initially, there was a strong rejection 
from Cuban scholars against international currents of feminist theory and 
even the concept ‘gender’ (Alcázar Campos 2007, 92, referring to Fernández 
Rius 2001, 12). The 1980s saw a growing exchange between Cuban 
researchers and international gender scholars. Research on gender was 
consolidated in Cuba in the 1990s, and in the beginning it again focused on 
applied studies that were aimed at identifying the forces that hindered the 
development of equality (Alcázar Campos 2007, 93, referring to Vasallo 
Barrueta 2001, 24). For instance, one of the tasks of the new discipline of 
women’s studies was to offer assistance to institutions and organizations to 
raise gender awareness (Alcázar Campos 2007, 93). Within this framework 
of applied studies, there has also been much research criticizing the 
perpetuation of a gendered division of labour (ibid.).  

Among the topics that have been dealt with in Cuban gender research, 
there is a huge body of literature on gender and family relations.21 Other 
important topics in Cuban gender research have been stratifications between 
women with regard to educational level and urban/rural locations,22 women 

                                                 
19 See Alcázar Campos (2007, 89ff.), referring to the studies of Hernández (1997), Martín 
(1998), Núñez Jover (1997). 
20 See  Álvarez Suárez (1996), Fernández Rius (2001), Núñez Sarmiento (2001b, 2003), 
Vasallo Barrueta (2001), see also González Olmedo (1998), Sarduy Sánchez and Alfonso 
Rodríguez (2000). The recent compilation Mirar de otra manera [To Look in a Different 
Way] (Díaz Canals and Vasallo Barrueta 2008) critically examines the premises of gender 
research within Cuba. 
21 See Álvarez Suárez (2000), Álvarez Suárez and Catasús Cervera (1994), Álvarez Suárez 
and Díaz (1996), Arés (1990, 1997, 1998, 2006), Benítez Pérez (1999, 2003), Catasús Cervera 
(1999), CIPS (2001), Collective of authors (1992), Díaz Tenorio (1993, undated), Díaz 
Tenorio, Durán Gondar, and Chávex Negrin (1999), Reca (1990), Vera Estrada (1997), Vera 
Estrada and Díaz Canals (2008).  
22 See Fernández Rius (2000), Núñez Sarmiento (2004), Pérez Rojas and García (1997, 1999). 
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in political and leadership positions,23 and women’s role in Cuban history 
and within revolutionary movements.24 There are several studies on gender, 
reproduction, and sociodemography25 and research on gender, health, and 
HIV/Aids.26 There is also a new body of research on masculinities, male 
same-sex sexuality, and transgender persons.27 Another field of research that 
is developing is that of gendered violence.28 

Even though the topics that have received attention have differed 
somewhat between research published within and outside the island, there 
are also large overlaps and shared analytical interests. One topic to which a 
great deal of scholarly attention has been dedicated overall over the past 
fifteen years concerns changes in gender relations after the economic crisis 
of the 1990s.29 

There is hence a great body of research on gender and sexuality in Cuba, 
but to my knowledge none that approaches gendered ideals through 
heterosexuality and is based on ethnographic material: this would be the 
contribution of this dissertation. 

‘Insider’/‘outsider’ 
As mentioned, Sujatha Fernandes points out that many researchers within 
Cuban studies fail to acknowledge the work of Cuban academics. This 
serves as a context for the scepticism expressed by many Cuban researchers 
towards research on Cuba by non-Cuban researchers and/or researchers who 
do not live in Cuba. Historian Abel Sierra Madero writes:  

We Cubans have usually arrived late to the debates that take place in the 
world about these matters [sexualities and homoeroticisms in the history of 
the Cuban nation, my comment] and we continue to leave this space empty 
for those who from the outside, not knowing the context and without the 

                                                 
23 See Álvarez Suárez (1999), Echevarría León (2004), Echevarría León, Gutiérrez, and 
Togores (2004). 
24 See Barcia Zequeira (1998, 2003), Díaz Vallina (1997), González Pagés (2001a, 2003a).  
25 See Álvarez Suárez and Catasús Cervera (1994), Benítez Pérez (1999), Cervera (1996, 
1999). 
26 See Miñoso Molina (1996), Sarduy Sánchez and Alfonso Rodríguez (2000), Vasallo 
Barrueta (1997b). 
27 See Álvarez Licea  (2008), Álvarez Suárez (2001), Arés (1996, 2001), Díaz Álvarez (1999), 
González Pagés (2001b, 2002, 2003b), Jiménez García (2004), Rivero Pino (2000), Robledo 
(2000, 2004), Sierra Madero (2002, 2003, 2004, 2006). 
28 See Acosta (1999), Artiles de León (2000), Culay (2000), Espina Sierra (2002), García 
Méndez (2000, undated), Hasanbegovic (2001), Martiatu and Perojo (2005), Muñiz Ferrer et. 
al. (1998), Ortiz and Morales (1999), Proveyer Cervantes (2001a, 2001b, 2002), Pérez (2001), 
Rodríguez (2006), see also López (2001), Lang (2009). 
29 See Aguilar, Popowski, and Verdeses (1996), Bengelsdorf (1997b), Holgado Fernández 
(2000), López Vigil (1998), Molyneux (1996), Núñez Sarmiento (1993, 2001a), Pearson 
(2001), Pérez Izquierdo (2003), Toro-Morn, Roschelle, and Facio (2002), Vasallo Barrueta 
(1997a, 1999, 2004).
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commitment that comes from living in this reality, continue to write and talk 
for us. (Sierra Madero 2006, 15, my translation)  

Historian Ana Vera Estrada writes, of non-Cuban researchers who research 
on Cuba, that: 

[T]he lack of commitment with the subjects beyond the minimum established 
by the elemental ethics of the profession, may be converted into an 
accelerator of easy conclusions, and into a springboard to the international 
academic debate, and turn someone who knows relatively little about the 
processes that are analysed into a universal guru, without him or her having 
satisfied the scientific requirements to prove that their conclusions are based 
on reliable data and thus avert the danger of disseminating erratic 
conclusions. Their insufficient knowledge of endogenous processes due to 
the cultural distance between the researched subjects and the research 
subject(s) may become a regrettable source of distortions. (Vera Estrada 
undated, my translation)  

In the wider context of Sierra Madero’s quote, he addresses himself to fellow 
Cuban researchers, urging them to claim space and leave behind ‘clouding 
auto-denial’ (Sierra Madero 2006, 15). In her text, Vera Estrada also argues 
that Cuban researchers may be ‘foreign’ when they are studying their ‘own’ 
culture, as there are large differences within this society (Vera Estrada 
undated). Furthermore, Sierra Madero and Vera Estrada both point to the 
unjust conditions for research undertaken by Cuban and non-Cuban 
researchers, as the latter generally have access to much more funding to 
carry out research in and on Cuba. 

This critical stance relates to more general debates on the authority of 
‘speaking for’, epistemological questioning with regard to representing the 
‘other’,30 and to ‘native’, ‘insider’ or ‘indigenous’ anthropology.31 But in this 
case, these debates take on a very particular turn, since much research on 
Cuba – particularly that produced in the U.S. – has interventionist 
undertones (see Stout 2008b, 721, for such a critique of feminist 
scholarship). This is an exceptionally sensitive discussion in Cuban studies, 
where all research is read within a polarized and occasionally hostile 
politicized debate (see also Luciak 2007, xiiv; Lutjens 2009).32 

                                                 
30 See Halstead, Hirsch, and Okely (2008, 3), see also Asad (1991), Davies (2002, 45), Leach 
(1961). The critical questioning of ‘for whom’ anthropological research is carried out has 
roots both in the epistemological crisis of anthropology in the 1960s and 1970s (Geertz 1988, 
71; cited in Halstead, Hirsch, and Okely 2008, 4; Fabian, Jarvie, and Kloos 1971, 230; cited in 
Caplan 2003, 11; Munasinghe 2008; see also Caplan 2003, 5ff.), as well as post-colonial 
critiques of anthropology (see Asad 1973, 1991; Harrison 1991; Hymes 1972; McClaurin 
2001; Stocking 1991; Trouillot 1991; Wolf 1999). 
31 See Dumont (1986), Fahim (1982), Mascarenhas-Keyes (1987), Mott (1982), Narayan 
(1993). 
32 For instance, in an article by Lourdes Arguelles and Ruby Rich called ‘Homosexuality, 
Homophobia, and Revolution’, the authors note: ‘We are aware of the risks incurred by 
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I respect the scepticism on the part of Sierra Madero and Vera Estrada 
towards those ‘from the outside’ who do research on Cuba, but who, they 
argue, lack the commitment that comes from living permanently in the 
Cuban context – to whom I belong with this dissertation. Here, I would like 
to make two interrelated points concerning the analytical advantages of the 
‘outsider’ position (if handled respectfully), and the great potential of 
academic exchange between Cuban and non-Cuban researchers. Vera 
Estrada points to the importance of knowing the ‘endogenous’ processes of 
the Cuban context to avoid ‘distortions’. This is fundamental for any 
anthropological study that sets out to analyse local meanings and 
conceptions in their context. The strength of such studies lies precisely in the 
‘outsider’ position. An approach that takes nothing for granted may 
contribute to making explicit the underlying logics of such emic conceptions. 

As to the second point, from experience I know that in practice, a critical 
exchange and cooperation between Cuban and non-Cuban researchers is 
certainly possible and can be very fruitful, particularly if one is prepared to 
share and disseminate one’s research in Cuban academic environments (I 
return to this point in chapter 2). If our work is judged on its own premises, 
and strives to dialogue respectfully with the other, non-Cuban researchers do 
not necessarily compete with researchers based in Cuba for the power of 
definition. It is, however, important to acknowledge the unjust conditions for 
research that Sierra Madero and Vera Estrada point out. 

Outline 
This initial chapter has introduced the research questions and theoretical 
framework of the dissertation, together with a brief research context and 
some reflections on my research position. 

Chapter 2 presents some historical threads to contextualize the analysis 
throughout the following chapters. This historical background is then used to 
situate my empirical material. I also introduce the methods and methodology 
of the dissertation, and, in relation to this, discuss some ethical and reflexive 
aspects of the research process. 

The purpose of chapter 3, ‘Couplehood and control’, is to present an 
empirically rich introduction to my interlocutors’ everyday negotiations in 
the arena of heterosexual couplehood. This is a central arena for negotiating 
heterosexual desirability, and the discussion makes explicit some of the 
interconnections between gendered ideals and conceptions of sexuality that 
are later followed up throughout the dissertation. The analytical point of 

                                                                                                                   
disseminating this study: giving ammunition to anti-Cuban lobbies and to strongly 
homophobic cliques on the island and risking the enmity of those Cuban émigrés who have 
long capitalized on this unexamined issue as a condemnation of the revolutionary process’ 
(Arguelles and Rich 1984, 685). 
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departure of the chapter is the emic notion of couplehood as a power 
struggle. The discussion explores the logic of this notion and the tools that 
are available for gaining leverage in this power struggle. My interlocutors’ 
everyday negotiations around heterosexual couplehood are then situated in 
detailed relation to the economic and material context in which they take 
place. I show how these negotiations interact closely with conditions of 
relative scarcity and new economic differentiations in ways that both 
reinforce and interrupt the underlying logics for heterosexual relations. I 
draw upon this contextualization throughout the rest of the dissertation as the 
analysis is related to the specific historic moment in which my material was 
developed. 

Chapter 4, ‘Reggaetón and sexual othering’, turns to the question of how 
difference and hierarchies are articulated in the negotiation of ideals around 
gender and sexuality. There, I discuss how hierarchies within heterosexuality 
are interrelated with hierarchical gendered ideals. These issues are 
approached through an examination of reggaetón music and dance, which 
my interlocutors saw as a symbol of ‘oversexualization’ and a reflection of 
‘low culture’. I show how reggaetón symbolism became a marker of 
difference for creating hierarchies between different expressions of 
heterosexual female eroticism, and how these hierarchies were consolidated 
through portraying certain gendered ideals as ‘in/correct’. 

Chapter 5, ‘Street interaction and male hierarchies’, explores how the 
conception of male sexual ‘drives’ governs the logic of street interaction. 
This interaction is often seen as a mutual erotic interplay and is inscribed in 
the notion of ‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’. I show that it can be analysed as a 
negotiation of hierarchies between men, and explore the role of 
homosociality in the construction of an ideal masculinity. This negotiation of 
hierarchical positions is analysed in terms of a male symbolic appropriation 
of the arena of the street. The chapter finishes with a discussion of women’s 
strategies to challenge this appropriation. 

Chapter 6, ‘Hierarchical homosocial bodies’, discusses the production of 
beauty in female homosocial settings. It explores how homosociality and 
heterosexuality can be said to condition each other. I show how different 
practices around the body create a homosocial community with a strong 
sense of intimacy and solidarity. At the same time, the analysis illustrates 
how the talk of such bodily practices can be used to mark difference and 
distinction. In this chapter, I argue that the female body has become a new 
site for establishing hierarchies in a historic moment of post-crisis. This is 
then related to tensions in a female body ideal that is celebrated as ‘typically 
Cuban’. 

Chapter 7, ‘Soap opera and sexual politics’, discusses the debate around a 
controversial Cuban soap opera in 2006. This debate is analysed in relation 
to the construction of revolutionary masculinity. This forms the background 
for an exploration of a recent shift in Cuban sexual politics. I discuss the 



 24 

implications of this shift for the configuration of the relationship between 
gender and sexuality. Finally, I examine to what extent changes in sexual 
politics imply a destabilization of the gendered and sexualized notions that 
underlie the revolutionary project. 

In chapter 8, ‘Conclusions’, the anecdote that opened this introductory 
chapter is recapitulated to wind up and connect the arguments that have been 
developed throughout the chapters. This concluding discussion sheds new 
light on the research questions of the dissertation, on the specific 
interconnections between gender, sexuality, and heterosexuality, and on the 
articulation of difference and hierarchies in the negotiation of ideals around 
gender and sexuality. 
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2. Background and methods 

The first section of this chapter presents some historical threads that are 
relevant to contextualize the analysis of the dissertation. It also situates the 
historic moment of the material under discussion. This is followed by a 
second section, introducing the material of the dissertation in detail, together 
with a methodological discussion of ethics and reflexivity. 

Historical threads 
Colonial Cuba33 was a plantation society, with an economy built on the 
exportation of sugar, coffee, and tobacco produced by slave labour.34 
Anthropologist Verena Martinez-Alier, later Stolcke, argues that all notions 
of social identification during the colonial period must be understood in 
close relation with metropolitan precedents from Spanish society (Martinez-
Alier 1989; Stolcke 1992, 1994, 2004). The Spanish Catholic Church 
dominated with a religious doctrine based on the notion of limpieza de 
sangre (purity of blood). During the first two centuries after conquest, ‘pure 
blood’ referred to purity of faith. From the mid-18th century onwards, 
limpieza de sangre was used as an ideology of racial ‘purity’ and exclusion 
(Stolcke 2004). Both principles of the notion rooted social status in descent 
and reflected a genealogical ideology (ibid.). ‘Legitimate birth’ was the 
proof of ‘pure blood’, and since ‘only women could introduce bastards into 
the marriage’ (ibid., 387), it was critically important to ensure women’s 
virginity before marriage and chastity thereafter (ibid., 394). Stolcke writes 
that this ‘link between social purity and female sexual virtue was manifest in 
a gender ideology, which endowed men with the right and responsibility to 
control their women’s bodies and sexuality’ (ibid., 381). Within this logic, a 
woman’s sexual union with a man of lesser social ‘purity’ would 
contaminate her entire family (ibid., 381). Men’s sexual exploits, however, 
had no consequence for their family honour (ibid., 386). Stolcke argues that 
this implied ‘different and apparently conflicting concepts of male conduct: 

                                                 
33 Cuba was claimed for Spain in 1492 when Christopher Columbus landed on the island. 
Cuba’s earliest known inhabitants, the Native American peoples Guanajatabeyes, Taíno, and 
Ciboney, were enslaved and extinct within a century. 
34 See e.g. the works of Casteñeda (2000), Martinez-Alier (1989), Moreno Fraginals (1976), 
Pérez (1992), Prados-Torreira (2005), Scott (2000). 
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as the defender of the family’s honour […], and also as the aggressor against 
the honour of all other women’ (Martinez-Alier 1989, 112). 

Hence, in Cuba as in many other societies, there is a long history of 
controlling female sexuality, and sexuality has been a main site for 
establishing hierarchies between women. It was white elite women who had 
the instrumental task of preserving a position of privilege through genealogy 
(see Fernandez 2010, 31). Stolcke argues that the Catholic Church ‘fomented 
discrimination between different kinds of women in sexual terms’ (Stolcke 
2004, 383), between white elite women whose sexuality must be controlled 
for the sake of family and social purity, and women of ‘inferior status’ who 
could be legitimately sexually exploited. From this period stems the 
racialized image of female sexuality in which white Cuban women were 
portrayed as chaste and virtuous, in contrast to ‘the presumed lustful, 
lascivious nature of Afrocuban women’.35 

Until the late 18th century, the Catholic Church held exclusive 
jurisdiction over marriage (ibid., 382). The Church promoted legitimate 
marriages, to prevent people from living in ‘mortal sin’. Couples of unequal 
social status or so-called ‘interracial’ couples could use these arguments 
when applying for permission to get married, stating that they wished to pass 
through the holy sacrament of marriage to live a life free from sin, even 
when their parents argued that this union would stain the ‘pure’ family line. 
From the second half of the 18th century, marriage policy was a topic of 
conflict between the church and the colonial state. Unlike the church, the 
state prioritized ‘the continuity of the social order’, regardless of any moral 
considerations (Martinez-Alier 1989, 45). Social stability in this context 
meant the preservation of social hierarchy (Martinez-Alier 1989, 15; Stolcke 
2004, 385). In an economy based on slave labour, the state feared marriages 
between unequals would cause ‘harm’, ‘disorder’ and upheaval (Stolcke 
2004, 384). A new official marriage policy in 1864 completely prohibited 
interracial marriages (Martinez-Alier 1989, 31), and was determined by the 
‘absolute need to maintain the social equilibrium’ of the country (ibid., 27). 

The fear of upheaval felt by many white Cubans was related to the 
Haitian revolution, in which the enslaved people overthrew the white planter 
class to establish a black republic (Fernandez 2010, 27). In Cuba, as in other 
societies based on slavery, enslaved persons rebelled in numerous ways, at 
times killing overseers, escaping, or committing suicide (Martinez-Alier 
1989, 96). The fear of rebellion and ‘disorder’ was exploited by the Spanish 
government to keep Cuba under colonial rule (Fernandez 2010, 27).  

During the second half of the 19th century, ideas grew of combining the 
abolition of slavery with the cause of independence from Spain (ibid.). The 
first war of independence broke out in 1868 and some slaves were freed for 
tactical military reasons – to gain both their support and to their participation 
                                                 
35 Fernandez (2010, 31), see also Guillard Limonta (undated a, b), Kutzinski (1993, 30). 
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as soldiers (Martinez-Alier 1989, 5, 39).36 In both wars of independence from 
Spain (1868-1878 and 1895-1898), there were black military leaders, such as 
Antonio Maceo (ibid., 41). In this parallel fight to throw off colonial rule and 
dismantle the system of slavery, the process of acquiring a national identity 
came to be largely synonymous with racial integration. The principal 
signifier of ‘Cubanness’ became mestizaje37 or racial mixing.38 Cuban 
national hero José Martí, who fought in the second war of independence, 
popularized this idea. Within the national project of mestizaje, there could be 
no racial hatred, he wrote, because there were no races, only one ‘Cuban 
colour’ (ibid.). However, this ideology of mestizaje created a unified and 
homogenous image of the nation that has contributed to silencing racism. 
Mestizaje also formed part of a larger project to progressively ‘whiten’ or 
‘lighten’ the population, for instance through promoting white immigration 
from Europe. This was based on the period’s social evolutionist ideas of 
‘racial improvement’ and underlying racist notions of ‘whitening’ as a 
means to achieve progress and civilization (Fernandez 2010, 27; see also 
Safa 2005b; Triana 2004). Thus, in the words of Nadine Fernandez, 
mestizaje and ‘whitening’ make up two ‘[c]oexisting, complementary and 
contradictory’ ideologies that continue to inform racial dynamics in Cuba 
(Fernandez 2001, 123). 

The portrayal of ‘Cubanness’ as mestizaje was also a sexualized notion 
(Kutzinski 1993, 4; see also Forrest 1999). In the process of constructing a 
national identity, the figure of the mulata¸ the mixed-race woman, was made 
the icon or ‘national emblem’ of the Cuban nation.39 Due to the explicit 
racialization of female sexuality mentioned above, the mulata was a highly 
eroticized figure. This is illustrated by the 19th-century saying ‘White 
women are for marriage, black women for work and mulatas to make love’.40 
The representation of the nation by the eroticized mixed-race woman also 
includes eroticism in the conception of ‘Cubanness’.41 Hence, this 
                                                 
36 However, the Law of Abolition of Slavery was not passed until 1880 (Martinez-Alier 1989, 
40), establishing an eight-year transition period of tutelage for slaves to be freed (ibid., 156). 
37 See e.g. Kutzinski (1993, 5); see also Dhouti (2001), Fuente (1998, 53), Martinez-Alier 
(1989), Morrison (2003), Ryer (2006), Safa (1998).  
For a definition of mestizaje, Vera Kutzinski writes: ‘Mestizaje can variably be translated as 
miscegenation, racial amalgamation (as in blanqueamiento, whitening) creolization, racial 
mixing, inter- or transculturation. It is perhaps best described as a peculiar form of 
multiculturalism – one that has circulated in the Caribbean and in Hispanic America, most 
notoriously in Brazil, as a series of discursive formations tied to nationalist interests and 
ideologies’ (Kutzinski 1993, 4f.). 
38 For further discussion of the centrality of mestizaje as a signifier of Cuban national identity, 
see also Blanco Borelli (2006), Calvo-Peña (2006), Dhouti (2001), Fuente (1998), Morrison 
(2003), Ryer (2006), Safa (1998), Triana (2004). 
39 See e.g. Arrizón (2002), Blanco Borelli (2005, 2006), Calvo-Peña (2006), Fraunhar (2002), 
Kneese (2005), Kutzinski (1993). 
40 This saying is referenced to in slightly different formulations in Fraunhar (2002, 219), Hill 
(2007, 25), Kummels (2005, 11). 
41 Kutzinski (1993, 4), see also Forrest (1999), Smith and Padula (1996, 169). 
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representation is not only explicitly racialized, but also strongly gendered 
and sexualized. In the words of scholar of literature Vera Kutzinski, the 
mulata appears as a product of mostly white and distinctly masculinist desire 
(Kutzinski 1993, 12). Kutzinski writes: ‘Nowhere in this masculinist 
paradigm are women, especially non-white women, acknowledged as 
participants in and possible producers of the very culture that inscribes its 
identity through them’ (ibid.; see also Yuval-Davis 1997, 47). Female 
eroticism has thus been important in constructing the notion of the nation, 
building on racialized and sexualized hierarchies between women. 

Historian Abel Sierra Madero argues that the two wars of independence 
played an important role in the creation of a Cuban ‘national epos’; that is, 
they offered the possibility to construct a historical national heritage in 
contrast to the colonial past (Sierra Madero 2006, 53). Here, the mambises42 
– the soldiers of the wars of independence – were crucial to constructing an 
‘autochthonous history’ (ibid., 54), as they embodied the rupture with the 
past (ibid., 55). A mythical image was created around the mambises that 
emphasized their ‘masculinity and warrior virtues’ (ibid.).43 Accounts from 
the time of the wars of independence show how the war environment in itself 
was thought to boost the soldiers’ masculinity. Sierra Madero quotes a book 
from 1893 about the first war of independence, in which General Serafín 
Sánchez writes that the ‘purifying environment’ of the rebel fields 
functioned as a ‘behavioural rehabilitator’ that could ‘convert’ effeminate 
men into lions, tigers, heroes, and men (Sierra Madero 2003; 2006, 56). 
Sierra Madero suggests that the mambises fit perfectly in the role of national 
hero (Sierra Madero 2006, 54). They came to embody an ‘autochthonous us’ 
that was clearly defined, delimited, and contrasted with the ‘foreign’ Spanish 
colonial rule (ibid., 71f.).  

As the Cuban army gained terrain at the height of the second war of 
independence, the U.S. intervened in the war to protect its economic 
interests in the island. Spain was defeated in 1898 and Cuba was occupied 
and ruled for four years by a U.S. military government. Cuba gained formal 
independence on 20 May 1902, but under the Platt Amendment the U.S. 

                                                                                                                   
The erotization of the nation can be more widely related to the Caribbean context, through the 
inscription of ‘hypersexuality’ as a marker of ‘Caribbeanness’ (Kempadoo 2004, 7; see also 
Gearing 1995). But, Kamala Kempadoo argues, Caribbean sexuality cannot simply be 
dismissed in terms of ‘colonial discourses or metaphors’ (ibid., 7), as ‘externally imposed, 
degrading, alienating’ (ibid., 2). Instead, we need to view ‘hypersexuality as a lived reality 
that pulses through the Caribbean body’ (ibid., 1). In line with this argument, the erotization 
of ‘Cubanness’ thus need not be viewed as a colonial construct but can also be seen as an 
ingredient in the creation of the nation, in constructing a ‘we’ (see also Fraunhar 2002, 224).  
42 The word mambí, plural mambises, comes from the Yoruba prefix mbi (Prados-Torreira 
2005). 
43 The mambises were not only men. Female mambisas also fought as soldiers in the two wars 
of independence (Prados-Torreira 2005). Historian Teresa Prados-Torreira suggests that this 
set the stage for Cuba’s 20th-century women’s movement (ibid.). 
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retained the right to intervene in Cuban affairs whenever it was deemed 
necessary and to lease the naval base at Guantánamo Bay. In this period, 
U.S. imperialism became the new contrast against which a national image 
was constructed. Race44 continued to play an important role in this 
construction. In the early 20th century, Afrocuban culture was sometimes 
perceived ‘as a cultural alternative to North-Americanization and as a 
political vehicle for national integrity and survival’ (Kutzinski 1993, 142).45 
The work of Cuban ethnologist Fernando Ortiz who documented the African 
roots of Cuban cultural expressions such as music, dance, and religion (see 
e.g. Ortiz 1950, 1951, 1995) was important to further promote the centrality 
of mestizaje in the notion of ‘Cubanness’ (see Fernandez 2010, 40).46 

In 1926, Ortiz was employed to review the Cuban penal system. He called 
for a campaign of ‘national clean-up’ to defend ‘Cuban moral health’ (Sierra 
Madero 2006, 77). Criminal offences such as ‘public scandal’ and ‘offences 
against decency and good manners’ were introduced. Two years later, a large 
public campaign was launched in Cuban newspapers and journals, calling for 
‘national consciousness’ against two unfortunate phenomena that were said 
to ‘threaten the national dignity’ – namely pepillismo and garzonismo 
[approx. ‘dandies’ and ‘mannish women’] (ibid., 81f.). The pepillitos were 
portrayed as ‘effeminate’, ridiculous, and narcissistic men who ‘lacked 
virility’. Their behaviour – such as drinking tea and playing tennis – clearly 
reflected foreign influences. The pepillitos were represented as a dangerous 
cultural colonization from the U.S., and were perceived as a threat to an 
‘autochthonous’ Cuban masculinity and virility. They were contrasted with 
the tradition from the mambises: ‘The generation that founded the republic 
were warriors’ (ibid., 88). The fatherland needed strong, firm, hard-working 
men in order to progress, while these ‘foreign’ elements were an attempt 
against the sovereignty and stability of the Cuban nation (ibid., 27, 88). 

The garzonas – ‘mannish’ women – were used in a similar manner. They 
were portrayed as ‘biologically degenerate’ women, and seen as a decadent 

                                                 
44 On using the term ‘race’, I would like to quote Kamala Kempadoo, who argues that the 
Caribbean has, ‘through its colonial history, been racialized; that is, race has been constructed 
as real in Caribbean life’ (Kempadoo 2004, 9), and that these historical processes continue to 
shape and inform social relations today (ibid., 10; see also Mukhopadhyay and Moses 1997; 
Stolcke 2004, 378). 
45 With independence, black men obtained the right to vote, but all blacks were barred from 
social clubs and resorts and private and religious schools (Fernandez 2010, 42; Fuente 2001, 
449). In 1908, black war veterans and former slaves founded the political party Partido 
Independiente de Color. It led a revolt in 1912, in response to which about 6,000 black 
Cubans were massacred (see Helg 1995). 
46 Fernando Ortiz developed a theory of ‘transculturation’ (the term was formed as a response 
to Melville Herskovits’s term ‘acculturation’ (Ortiz 1963; Ortiz and De Onis 1947; see also 
Arrizón 2002; Fraunhar 2002), in which he tried to capture the intercultural transmutations 
created through colonial encounters (Arrizón 2002). Ortiz argued that ‘cultural influence was 
not a unidirectional process by which the colonized take on the culture of the colonizer’ but 
that ‘influences flow in both directions’ (Fraunhar 2002, 228). 
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product of U.S. capitalism that threatened civilized progress in Cuba (ibid., 
95f.). Some of the activists in the 1920s Cuban feminist movement joined in 
the campaign against the garzonas. In this historical context, Cuban 
feminism formed part of the nationalist project and struggle against U.S. 
influence (Stoner 1991, 195). Activists in this movement launched feminism 
as the ‘exaltation of the most noble, generous and high attributes of 
femininity’ (Sierra Madero 2006, 104), with the goal to ‘make men more 
manly by making women more womanly’ (ibid. 96, my translation). 
Women’s main task and mission was to ‘conserve the species’, and this 
tradition of feminism was essentially ‘maternal’ (ibid., 105). Historian Lynn 
Stoner argues that Cuban feminists used their ‘functions’ as wives, mothers, 
and ‘guardians of morality’ to justify their movement and argue for reform 
(Stoner 1991, 194). Most activists in the Cuban feminist movement came 
from privileged classes (Davies 1996) and strove to strengthen the position 
of mater familias to give individual women more power in family matters 
(Stoner 1991, 194). They gained a range of legal rights for women such as 
parental custody for mothers (patria potestad) in 1917 and the right to 
divorce in 1918. In 1925 came a law that regulated work conditions for 
women. Maternity leave was not included until 1934, and even then 
excluded domestic servants. The same year, the right of women to vote was 
obtained after a long struggle. Feminist organizations were also active in the 
process of creating a new constitution in 1940, which guaranteed the rights 
of ‘illegitimate’ children, an issue that had been on the political agenda for 
almost two decades (ibid., 162). The constitution declared equal pay for 
equal work and forbade both sexual and racial discrimination (Fernandez 
2010, 41; Smith and Padula 1996, 96). 

With the military coup of Fulgencio Batista in 1952, the constitution was 
overthrown and most political organizations came to focus on challenging 
the new dictatorship. Between 1956 and 1959, the armed resistance 
movement ‘26th of July’ headed by Fidel Castro played an important role in 
overthrowing the Batista regime. The movement was named after the 
unsuccessful attack on the Moncada Barracks on 26 July 1953, where most 
of the insurgents were either killed or captured and later murdered through 
torture. Only a handful of them managed to escape, including Fidel Castro, 
but they were soon apprehended and imprisoned. A large campaign was 
launched to free the prisoners, and they were finally released with a general 
amnesty in May 1955 ‘in honour of Mother’s Day’ (Alcázar Campos 2007, 
27; Holgado Fernández 2000, 272). According to sociologist Julie Shayne, 
the movement was held together mainly by its female insurgents during this 
period, who formed bonds with women’s organizations (Shayne 2004, 119). 
In 1955, Castro went into exile in Mexico, where he prepared the return to 
Cuba with a guerrilla group that became the seed of the 26th of July 
movement. Back in Cuba, fighting in the Sierra Maestra, Castro formed an 
all-female platoon that was named the Mariana Grajales Women’s Platoon 
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after mambí Antonio Maceo’s mother (Shayne 2004, 120; Waters 2003). 
Still, women fighting in combat were an exception to the rule in the guerrilla 
struggle; their roles were more often to cook, sew uniforms, tend to the 
wounded, or deliver weapons; the latter involving great risks to their lives 
(Shayne 2004, 126f.). 

After a general insurrection, Batista fled the country, and the 
revolutionary government assumed power in January 1959. During its first 
years, the government initiated a number of reforms. It expropriated private 
property, nationalized public utilities, and closed down the gambling 
industry. It created a national health system and launched a literacy 
campaign. With the urban reform, residential buildings were no longer 
private property. In 1961, the revolution was declared ‘socialist’, and in the 
same year the U.S. established a trade embargo, which meant that Cuba 
became dependent on favourable trade agreements with the Soviet Union. 
Since the 1960s, the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC, Partido Comunista de 
Cuba) has been the only political party in Cuba. According to the 
constitution, the Communist Party ‘is the highest leading force of society 
and of the state’.47 

In 1961, all forms of prostitution were outlawed, and people associated 
with prostitution were considered ‘socially dangerous’ elements. Prostitution 
was viewed as a legacy of Cuba’s colonial and neocolonial past (Smith and 
Padula 1996, 40), and Cuba was now to be ‘cleansed’ of such expressions of 
capitalist decadence (Leiner 1994, 25). Women involved in prostitution were 
sent to schools to be ‘rehabilitated’, at first voluntarily, but later this 
‘rehabilitation’ became compulsory (Smith and Padula 1996, 40f.). Many 
were trained to become seamstresses: this was intended to make them useful 
and ‘productive’ members of society, but there was also a moralistic agenda 
to make them ‘decent’ women (Lumsden 1996, 58f.). A similar logic 
governed the establishment of the UMAP work camps (Unidades Militares 
de Ayuda a la Producción, Military Units for the Aid of Production) in 1965, 
which were ‘aimed at safeguarding the revolution and guaranteeing the 
public good’ (Arguelles and Rich 1984, 691) through ‘rehabilitating’ 
unproductive members of society (see also Lumsden 1996, 65; Sierra 
Madero 2006, 197). Both of these ‘clean-up’ efforts, the campaign against 
prostitution and the establishment of UMAP, drew on ideas from the 1920s 
about the defence of national ‘moral health’ to prevent crimes against 
decency (see Sierra Madero 2006, 76f.). Among those drafted to the UMAP 
camps were men known to engage in same-sex sex, along with men with 
long hair, counterrevolutionaries, and ‘[y]oung men known to avoid work 
and study’ (Lumsden 1996, 65). The idea of the work camps was that 
physical work in the countryside would create ‘real men’. This drew on 

                                                 
47 Constitution of the Republic of Cuba (1992, Chapter I, article 5), see also Luciak (2005, 
2007) on the workings of the Cuban political system. 
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historic images of the purifying battlefields on which ‘warriors’ founded the 
fatherland, only now it was the revolutionaries who embodied the rupture 
with the past. As in the past, ‘effeminate’ men were of no use in defending 
the fatherland but again considered a threat against an ‘autochthonous’ 
Cuban masculinity (Sierra Madero 2006, 26). In the 1960s, these ideas were 
reformulated into the concept of the ‘New Man’, founded and promoted by 
Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara (see Sierra Madero 2004; 2006, 200). In socialist 
society, this New Man would emerge from sacrifice, discipline, and 
voluntary work (Rosendahl 1997a, 149).48 

The Federation of Cuban Women (FMC, Federación de Mujeres 
Cubanas) was founded by Fidel Castro in 1961. The membership grew 
rapidly and today more than 80 per cent of all Cuban women are members of 
the FMC (Luciak 2007, 15). The original function of the FMC, as well as 
other mass organizations, was to ‘incorporate women into the construction of 
socialism’.49 Vilma Espín, head of the FMC from its foundation until her 
death in 2007 (and also Raúl Castro’s late wife), stated about the history of 
the FMC:  

the objectives we pursued were not orientated to gain partial revindications 
for women alone, but to unify them, and to mobilize them, so that we could 
constitute a powerful force that could defend, support and fight for the 
revolution, which had by then defined its populist and anti-imperialist 
character. (Espín quoted in Stubbs 1994, 195) 

With the FMC Congress in 1974 on, the scope of the organization was 
amplified to what Fidel Castro called ‘a revolution within the revolution’. 
This would take on such forms as changes in legislation, campaigns for a 
higher rate of female political representation, and campaigns on sexual 
education.50 The FMC worked on the construction of policies of maternity 
leave in 1973, the Family Code in 1975, a process to liberalize abortion 
during the 1960s until it was made completely legal and available in 1979, 
and writings against discrimination in the constitution of 1976 (Smith and 
Padula 1996, 55). The Cuban constitution states that ‘The state looks after 
women’s health as well as that of their offspring, giving working women 
paid maternity leave before and after giving birth and temporary work 
options compatible with their maternal activities’ (Constitution of the 
Republic of Cuba, 1992, Chapter VI, article 44). Women were banned from 
a range of jobs to protect their reproductive functions.51 As Fidel Castro 
stated in 1975, women are ‘the very finest breeders of human beings [las 

                                                 
48 I return to this topic in chapter 7. 
49 Vilma Espín quoted in Smith and Padula (1996, 33), see also Shayne (2004, 137). 
50 See Arguelles and Rich (1984, 693), Dore and Molyneux (2000, 302), Stubbs (1994, 196). 
51 See Bengelsdorf (1988, 127f.), Withers Osmond (1991, 3), see also Fleites-Lear (2006), 
Zubieta (2002). 
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criadoras por excelencia de los seres humanos]’ and, as such, they ‘deserve 
special considerations in society’ (quoted in Holgado Fernández 2000, 97). 
During its first decades, lesbians were not allowed to join the FMC 
(Saunders 2009, 171; Smith and Padula 1996, 173). Hence, there is a 
continuity from the Cuban feminist movement of the 1920s and 1930s to the 
early revolutionary women’s movement in exalting women’s ‘noble, 
generous and high attributes of femininity’ and their ‘function’ as mothers 
(see also Lundgren 2010a), while at the same time establishing a moral 
distance from ‘mannish women’. 

In 1975, a national program of sexual education was established. It was 
formulated with the ambition to create equality between men and women 
(Leiner 1994, 68; Stubbs 1994, 196). The project of sexual education set out 
to eliminate the ‘gendered double standard’ and ‘sought to teach both men 
and women that women can and should enjoy their sexuality’ (Smith 1992, 
188). Again, this encouragement of female eroticism did not include lesbian 
eroticism (Guillard Limonta 2009, 66; see also Saunders 2009). The project 
was initially met with resistance from a large part of the Cuban public, who 
saw it as an ‘encouragement’ to early sex and ‘promiscuity’ (Smith and 
Padula 1996, 180). In fact, sexual education explicitly warned against 
‘promiscuity’, portraying ‘careless’ sexual behaviour as a symptom of 
alienation (ibid., 66, 76). At the same time, sexual education was formulated 
in direct response to earlier Catholic ideals of female chastity (Leiner 1994, 
82). This project played on the historic inscription of eroticism as a positive 
aspect of ‘Cubanness’, and also on historically established hierarchies 
between different expressions of female eroticism.52 

The revolutionary political leadership adopted a largely economic 
approach to discrimination (Fernandes 2006, 31; see also Stone 1981). Its 
policies were based on classical Marxist-Engelsian theory focusing on 
women’s economic independence and participation in the work force.53 
Women’s domestic responsibilities were identified as an obstacle to the goal 
of incorporating women into the workforce (Stone 1981, 14f.; King 1977, 
109). Day-care centres for children were opened to make it possible for 
women to ‘engage in production’ to the extent needed by the state (see 
Nazzari 1983). Political scientist Carrollee Bengelsdorf suggests that 
underlying these reforms was ‘the idea that the Revolution would replace the 
family as the primary, if not the only, agency of socialization’ (Bengelsdorf 
1988, 121). However, the costs of socializing reproductive tasks turned out 
to be too high (Smith and Padula 1996, 153). The solution to relieving 
women of some of their domestic burdens so that they could be 
‘incorporated’ into the workforce was the Family Code of 1975 (Nazzari 

                                                 
52 I return to this discussion in chapter 4. 
53 See Bengelsdorf and Stubbs (1992), DuMoulin and Larguia (1986), Fernandes (2006, 31), 
Shayne (2004), Stone (1981). 
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1983). This law states that both spouses in a consensual union or marriage 
have equal rights, that they must care for the family and cooperate in raising 
their children according to socialist morality, and they must also share 
housework (Family Code 1975, Chapter II, First Section, articles 24-28).54 
Importantly, the Family Code was never interpreted as an interventionist 
law, but created as a set of norms for family life.55 Family politics strove to 
establish legal marriage and the nuclear family as the norm,56 a family model 
that was never the most common one in practice. Anthropologist Helen Safa 
even argues that revolutionary policies that offered women greater economic 
autonomy and free health care and education in fact ‘made it easier for 
women to have children on their own’ (Safa 2005a, 325) and thus 
‘inadvertently’ stimulated a more common matrifocal family pattern (ibid., 
315).57 Women have often been the sole providers for their families, a fact 
that has not always been acknowledged (see Núñez Sarmiento 2001c). 

The highly centralized organization of society, together with a relatively 
satisfactory material standard, remained stable up through the 1980s. Then, 
with the collapse of the Soviet bloc, things started falling apart. Cuba entered 
a severe economic crisis, which was augmented by a strengthening of the 
economic blockade by the U.S. This period was officially labelled the 
‘Special Period’.58 From 1989 to 1993 the country’s GNP declined by 40 per 
cent (Fuente 2001, 317). Suddenly, there was a scarcity of everything: food, 
transportation, electricity. Earlier ambitions on the part of the state to 
socialize or subsidize basic needs, from food to day care, had to be 
abandoned (see Díaz Tenorio undated; Solberg 1996).59 Extended family 
networks became crucial, as they allowed for ‘multiple wage earners and 
diversification of income sources, as well as providing support for child care 
and other household chores’ (Safa 2009, 46). After a number of economic 

                                                 
54 For analyses of this law see Bengelsdorf (1985), Bengelsdorf and Stubbs (1992), DuMoulin 
and Larguia (1986), Gotzkowitz and Turits (1988), King (1977), Lutjens (1995), Nazzari 
(1983), Rosenthal (1992), Safa (2005a, 2009), Shayne (2004), Smith (1992), Smith and 
Padula (1996), Stone (1981), Stubbs (1994), Withers Osmond (1991).  
55 See Bengelsdorf (1988, 130f.), Gotzkowitz and Turits (1988, 13), see also Lang (2009, 
141). 
56 See Safa (2005a, 323; 2009, 46f.), see also Hamilton (2009, 611). 
57 This is further discussed in chapter 3. 
58 The period following the economic crisis has been termed differently among scholars 
within Cuban Studies. Some refer to ‘post-Soviet Cuba’ (e.g. Fernandez 2010, 26; Stout 
2008b), while others choose ‘post-revolutionary’, ‘post-socialist’, ‘late-socialist’, or even 
‘para-socialist’ Cuba (see Fernandez 2010, 26; Ryer 2006; Safa 2009; Sawyer 2006; Stout 
2008a, 2008b). 
59 All households can still buy products such as rice, beans, sugar, and some coffee and meat, 
at heavily subsidized prices through a rationing card, the libreta [lit. booklet]. This also 
includes extra products for ill people and children such as milk and meat (Vera Estrada and 
Díaz Canals 2008, 469). During my visit to Havana in June 2010, rice, beans, and sugar were 
not readily available even though they were included in the libreta. There is currently a debate 
on whether or not to shut down the rationing system due to its high cost for the state (Padrón 
Hernández forthcoming). 
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reforms, the legalization of U.S. dollars in 1993, and the introduction of a 
double currency system,60 economic inequalities increased.61 Remittances 
have become the main source of income for many people (see Eckstein 
2003, 2004a, 2004b). These are unequally distributed, with white households 
receiving the most remittances, as the great majority of the exile community 
is white 62 The second most important way of obtaining hard currency has 
been work in the tourist sector, and this too has not been equally accessible 
or profitable to all sectors of society.63 Since the economic crisis of the 
1990s, new economic differentiations thus increasingly intersect with race.64 

The ‘special period’ was one of ‘extraordinary conditions of hardship’ 
(Fernandes 2005, 444). New material shortages also implied increasing 
difficulties in carrying out basic reproductive tasks. All forms of care-work – 
such as cooking, cleaning, washing, getting hold of food, clothes, shoes, and 
hygienic articles – became much more time-consuming,65 and more difficult 
to combine with salaried work. Women took on the lion’s share of these 
tasks, and official unemployment in 1997 was more than twice as high for 
women as for men.66 Several Cuban scholars of gender contest this link, 
arguing that women’s employment in fact decreased less than that of men 
(Núñez Sarmiento 1993, 2001c; Vasallo Barrueta 1997a). Moreover, these 
scholars point out that many women instead entered the informal sector to 
contribute to the family economy and became even more important as 
providers (Vasallo Barrueta 1997a, 30ff.). Nonetheless, women were 
counted on as primarily responsible for the basic reproductive tasks.67 There 
is a more general agreement that the heavier domestic work burden made 

                                                 
60 The double currencies in use since 1993 were the Cuban pesos and the U.S. dollar. In 
November 2004, the Cuban convertible peso, CUC, was introduced. Its value is equivalent to 
1 USD and around 24 Cuban pesos. In 2005, U.S. dollars were taken out of circulation and 
today the currencies are Cuban pesos and Cuban convertible pesos with hard currency value. 
The absolute majority of people receive their salaries in Cuban pesos. Some products, such as 
cooking oil, hygiene products and clothing, are difficult to come by in Cuban pesos and must 
be purchased in CUC (Vera Estrada and Díaz Canals 2008, 470f.). 
61 See Díaz Tenorio (undated), Espina Prieto (2004), Fuente (2001). 
62 See e.g. Eckstein (2004a, 342), Fernandez (2010, 130), Fuente (2001, 19), Safa (2005a, 
326). 
63 In the 1990s, tourism became a vibrant economic sector and the main source of foreign 
exchange for the state (Eckstein 2004a, 325; see also Eckstein 2003, 10f.; Schwartz 1997, 
205f.; Weinreb 2009, 202). Non-whites are underrepresented in tourism jobs (Fuente 2001, 
319f.; Safa 2005a, 326). The majority of women are found in positions related to domestic 
maintenance, while higher wages often go to male-defined positions (Cabezas 2006, 514). 
64 See Eckstein (2004a, 342),  Espina Prieto and Rodríguez Ruiz (2006, 47), Safa (2005a, 
324), Weinreb (2009, 105). 
65 See Aguilar, Popowski, and Verdeses (1996), Alonso (2002), Álvarez Suárez (2000), 
Andaya (2007), Díaz Tenorio (undated), Holgado Fernández (2000), López Vigil (1998), 
Núñez Sarmiento (1993, 2001a, 2001c), Pearson (2001), Pérez Izquierdo (2003), Safa (2009), 
Toro-Morn and Facio (2002), Vasallo Barrueta (1997a, 1999, 2004).   
66 See Safa (2009, 44), referring to Echevarría León (2004), Uriarte (2002). 
67 See Bengelsdorf (1997), Fernandes (2005, 437), Sarduy Sánchez and Alfonso Rodríguez 
(2000, 49f.), Shayne (2004, 143). 
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women less able to take on political positions or managerial tasks (Sarduy 
Sánchez and Alfonso Rodríguez 2000, 236f.; Shayne 2004, 144). After the 
crisis, the number of women in political positions decreased after a constant 
increase since the 1970s (Luciak 2005, 246, 249). Local voters have 
expressed not wanting to add even further to women’s already heavy burden 
at home by nominating them as candidates to such positions (ibid., 251).68 

There is a popular expression that women have become ‘magicians’ in the 
home since the economic crisis – magicians in the sense that they have learnt 
to cook without food, clean without detergent, etc. On 8 March 2005, while 
he was still president, Fidel Castro introduced a new reform in his speech at 
the official celebration of International Woman’s Day. Castro declared that 
the state intended to sell pressure cookers and rice cookers, among other 
pieces of household electrical equipment, at a subsidized price in Cuban 
pesos to all households. The reform was presented as an important measure 
for women. Hence, any ambitions from the Family Code of 1975, which 
states that spouses should share housework, seem to have been officially 
cancelled. Instead, such implicit expectations of women’s loyal care-work 
emphasize that it is women’s ‘heroic’ effort that has made possible the 
continuation of the socialist project since the economic crisis. These 
expectations have been adorned with a rhetoric that stresses women’s 
‘dignifying and beautifying’ contributions to the revolutionary project 
(Cubavisión 2005). 

Already at the beginning of the crisis, at the 1990 Congress of the 
Federation of Cuban Women (FMC), members argued that the FMC was 
‘out of touch with the problems of Cuban women today’ (Stubbs 1994, 174; 
see also Fernandes 2005, 432). During the crisis, the FMC mobilized women 
to do voluntary work and ‘oriented’ them into new jobs and setting up their 
own businesses (Molyneux 2001; referenced in Alcázar Campos 2007, 44). 
On 23 August 1994, the FMC chose to celebrate its 34th anniversary in the 
shadow of the monument of Mariana Grajales (Smith and Padula 1996, 181), 
the mother of Antonio Maceo, mambí from the wars of independence. This 
celebration took place at a particularly sensitive moment of the crisis, during 
the wave of rafters leaving Cuba.69 The FMC had chosen a highly symbolic 
location for its attempt to manifest women’s continuing loyalty to the 
revolutionary project. Grajales, who sent all of her ten sons to the wars of 
independence, has become a symbol of patriotism, sacrifice and endurance 
                                                 
68 After measures of positive discrimination, the number of women in political positions has 
again increased during the 2000s (Luciak 2005, 246, 249ff.; 2007, 143; see also Shayne 2004, 
144). These measures are not completely openly acknowledged by Cuban officials (Luciak 
2005, 261). Electoral authorities refuse to name them ‘quotas’, which are considered to favour 
‘Western interests’: the term ‘corrective measures’ is preferred instead (ibid., 254ff.). 
69 The so-called ‘rafters’ [balseros] left the island on rafts and other fragile constructions at 
the height of the economic crisis in 1994. They are estimated to have numbered about 50,000, 
half of whom are believed to have tragically drowned on the way between Cuba and Florida, 
U.S. 
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(see Stoner 1991, 20f.; Stubbs 1995), values that were desperately needed at 
a moment when things seemed to be falling apart. 

At the height of the crisis, there were initiatives to form alternative and 
autonomous women’s and feminist organizations. There was a growing 
critique against the exclusive focus of the FMC on legal and economic 
equality (Fernandes 2005, 443). In 1993, a group of women founded the 
NGO Magín.70 Magín wanted to sensitize society into understanding sexist 
stereotypes of women and to introduce international debates on gender to 
Cuba (Shayne 2004, 146). The organization was supported by UNICEF and 
had an international exchange with feminists around the world (ibid.). In 
Magín’s workshops, topics such as violence against women and rape were 
discussed (ibid., 148). There were political differences between Magín and 
the FMC. For instance, Magín was critical of the offensives by the FMC and 
the government to ‘clean up’ the ‘immoral’ prostitution that was increasing 
along with the expanding tourism (Fernandes 2005, 445; see also Stout 
2008b, 731). Magín tried to gain juridical status in accordance with the laws 
of Cuban civil society, which involved their needing to ‘[o]btain a “negative 
certificate” from the Ministry of Justice stating that there is no other 
registered NGO with a similar purpose. If there is a duplicate organization, 
the new applicant must associate with the one already registered’ (Shayne 
2004, 146). Magín stated that its agenda differed from the FMC’s, but the 
Ministry decided that Magín duplicated the functions of the FMC, and the 
organization disbanded (ibid., 145). Thus, even though the role of the old 
centralized state organizations has changed since the crisis and they have lost 
some of their importance in the new context, there is no legal space in which 
to form alternatives. Many Cuban feminists have decided to work instead 
within state organizations other than the FMC (Fernandes 2005, 449). 

For decades, the FMC has been the dominant actor in an established 
societal debate on ‘women’s politics’. From the 1970s onwards, through its 
work the FMC pushed for a break with the past, reformulating women’s 
traditional roles and stimulating new norms around sexuality. In a Latin 
American context, Cuban legislation on abortion and traditionally 
formulated ‘women’s rights’ is exceptionally radical. But from its 
foundation, the aims of the FMC were formulated as supportive of the 
revolutionary project and inextricably linked to the government (Shayne 
2004, 139). Its political demands have also reproduced ideals of gender 
complementarity and have played along with a logic of ‘special 
considerations’ for women (Lundgren 2010a). In a context that has 
undergone rapid changes in the last two decades, these premises have not 
been reformulated, and the FMC has proved ‘highly resistant to change’ 
(Fernandes 2005, 449). 

                                                 
70 See e.g. Fernandes (2005), Holgado Fernández (2000, 287ff.), López Vigil (1998), and 
Shayne (2004, 145ff.). 
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It seems that the earlier role of the FMC has now been taken over by the 
National Centre of Sexual Education (Cenesex). In contrast to the FMC, the 
work of Cenesex represents a fundamental break with central aspects of the 
revolutionary legacy, such as the history of institutionalized homophobia and 
the notion of the New Man – that is, the wider construction of revolutionary 
masculinity and militarized leadership ideals. The debate around sexual 
politics headed by Cenesex takes on questions of gender and power in ways 
that the established debate on ‘women’s politics’ never did. At the same 
time, the organization operates from within the established political system 
and does not challenge the status quo in any direct way. Cenesex is headed 
by Mariela Castro Espín, daughter of President Raúl Castro and the late 
Vilma Espín, who headed the FMC for more than four decades. The position 
of Mariela Castro Espín is profoundly situated and legitimized within the 
establishment, while at the same time, due to this same legitimacy, it opens 
up a unique possibility to introduce criticism and push the limits of political 
debate. Cenesex has pushed a shift in sexual politics that has provoked great 
resistance (and also support) among a general public. As is discussed in 
chapter 7 of this dissertation, sexual politics introduce questions that are 
formulated outside the traditional revolutionary ‘truths’. Instead, the rhetoric 
on the part of Cenesex fits perfectly with an international discourse on 
sexual rights. Mariela Castro Espín, who has introduced this new project of 
Cuban sexual politics internationally, thus represents a new image of Cuba 
to an outside public.  

In a globalized world of increasing interdependence, in which Cuba has 
become less and less isolated and where the familiar logics of the Cold War 
are definitively obsolete, Cuba is in transition and sexual politics is a 
principal site where this transition is being played out. 

The field and my material 
This historic moment is key to situating the material of the dissertation. My 
journey into the field started with a visit to Havana in 1997 as a delegate to 
the XIV World Youth and Student Festival (XIV Festival Mundial de la 
Juventud y los Estudiantes). Each of the 12,000 delegates, from countries all 
around the world, was invited to stay with a family in Havana. I was placed 
with a family in Vedado, a central part of Havana. I returned to the same 
family and neighbourhood during my second visit in 2000, when I joined a 
voluntary agricultural work brigade. In 2002, I returned again after receiving 
a scholarship from the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (Sida) to do a Minor Field Study of seven months for a master’s 
thesis (see Lundgren 2003). For the fieldwork of this dissertation, I also 
chose to stay in Vedado. Even though I knew and often visited people from 
other parts of Havana, my networks have largely been centred in Vedado. 
Before presenting the fieldwork in more detail, let me introduce the location.  
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Vedado is centrally 
located in Havana and forms 
part of the municipality 
Plaza de la Revolución. It is 
bordered by the sea and the 
seawall Malecón on the 
north, Centro Habana on the 
east, Nuevo Vedado on the 
south, and Miramar/Playa 
on the west. Vedado was 
built during the second half 
of the 19th century (see 
Llana 1983; Pavez Ojeda 
2003) under the strict rules 
of urbanity of the period, 
organized in square blocks 
that measure 100 metres on 
each side. Its streets are 
named with letters and 
numbers, in contrast to the 
rest of Havana. Along the 
blocks are sidewalks, wide 
streets and avenues, and 
Vedado hosts a number of artistic institutions, museums and theatres, as well 
as hotels, restaurants, night clubs, and monuments. Some ministries are 
located here, and the other ministries and the headquarters of the national 
government and the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC) are within close range 
in Nuevo Vedado. 

Although Havana is not a completely segregated city, anthropologist 
Noelle Monet Stout refers to Vedado as ‘middle class’ compared to 
neighbouring ‘working class’ Centro Habana and ‘upper class’ Miramar 
(Stout 2008b, 724). Vedado is also a ‘whiter’ section of Havana compared to 
other central sections such as Centro Habana and Habana Vieja (see e.g. 
Saunders 2009, 168). My base in Vedado during fieldwork is central in 
relation to situating my interlocutors in this context. In itself, the city of 
Havana is economically privileged in the Cuban context (Eckstein 2004a, 
342), and most of my interlocutors lived in Vedado, which is a relatively 
privileged section in Havana. 

Let me very briefly situate the social space occupied by my interlocutors, 
in relation to some criteria for differentiation that are relevant in the Havana 
context. Throughout the chapters, their location will be specified and 
contextualized further. Many of my interlocutors had a high level of 
education, and some had a university degree. In general, they had relatively 
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large social networks of contacts with good positions in different sectors of 
society; some also had high positions themselves. During my fieldwork, 
some lived with their extended family members, while others lived in 
nuclear family arrangements or as couples. About half had state jobs. Most 
women worked, some – including women in their twenties and thirties – 
stayed home, and often did some kind of trade or barter from their homes. 
All of the men worked either in a state job or in the informal sector. Around 
half of my interlocutors had some access to Cuban convertible pesos with 
hard currency value, mainly through black market trade. None worked in the 
tourist sector, but a few made money indirectly through contacts within this 
sector. Some also had international contacts through their jobs in the cultural 
sector. Very few had family members abroad and direct access to 
remittances. One was in a transnational marriage. Three emigrated during 
the research process. Few of the others had ever travelled, but all had close 
friends who had emigrated. 

In sum, my interlocutors were not particularly wealthy in economic terms, 
although they were still relatively privileged within the Cuban context. In 
terms of Bourdieuian forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986), my interlocutors in 
general had an average level of economic capital, in this case referring to 
access to hard currency and material assets. However, their cultural capital, 
through their educational level, was higher than average, and they also had 
great social capital through their networks of contacts and connections, the 
latter being crucial in the Cuban context as it in turn is convertible into other 
forms of capital. 71 

My interlocutors did not form or represent a homogenous group or 
category. However, it became clear during the process of analysis that my 
material in many respects differed significantly from that of colleagues who 
had conducted research within other spaces and socio-economic strata in 
Havana and the rest of Cuba (Padrón Hernández 2007, 2011, forthcoming; 
Rosendahl 1997a, 2001, 2002). As already mentioned in chapter 1, I 
experimented with classifying my interlocutors in terms of ‘white middle 
class’. This would be problematic, however; even though the great majority 
of them would classify themselves as white, ‘middle class’ is not an emic 
categorization, and it is also doubtful to what extent it would make sense in 
the Cuban context. Thus, I have chosen not to impose the term ‘white middle 
class’ on my material, but instead to analyse the process through which my 
interlocutors distanced themselves from others. 

A recurrent marker of difference in this context was that of ‘cultural 
level’. One can talk about having ‘(high) culture’ or ‘low culture’, or a high 
or low ‘cultural level’. In the analysis of anthropologist Mette Louise 

                                                 
71 See Noelle Monet Stout (2008b), who suggests that ‘during the island’s transition to late 
socialism the relationship between cultural and financial capital was often inverted’ (ibid., 
734; see also Fernandes 2006, 193). 
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Berg/Rundle, to have cultural level in this context includes ‘moderation, 
decency, and restraint’ as well as an ‘emphasis on non-promiscuous 
behaviour, and preferences in style and taste of music, food, hair and 
clothing’ (Rundle 2001, 8). The concept is also clearly racialized, relating to 
a racialized ‘hierarchy of “good” and “bad” accents’, and Afrocuban religion 
and music are often seen as expressions of a ‘low cultural level’ (ibid., 8). In 
a similar manner, the interlocutors of anthropologist Nadine Fernandez 
related ‘low cultural level’ to formal education, but also to values such as 
decency, propriety, etiquette, and moderation (Fernandez 2010, 134). 
Fernandez suggests that in Cuba, ‘“Low cultural level” is a common and 
socially acceptable nomenclature for talking about a host of racially and 
class-coded traits and behaviors in a society that had officially abolished 
classes and prohibited discussions of race’ (ibid.). In this context, Fernandez 
sees ‘low culture’ as ‘a class discourse embedded with a racial one’ (ibid., 
138).72 

The term ‘class’ is not commonly used in Cuba to assess 
differentiations.73 Instead, the concept raza [race] and the continuum of 
racial categories are common references of categorization (Vaughan 2005). 
However, as anthropologist Ana Alcázar Campos points out, racial 
categories are fluid, and a person’s class position or ascribed ‘culture’ may 
‘whiten’ or ‘darken’ how the person is interpreted or perceived in racial 
terms.74 As noted by sociologist Tanya Saunders, in Cuba as in many other 
societies, ‘class can symbolically change one’s race’, and affluent black 
Cubans who are considered to be ‘cultured’ or to have a ‘high cultural level’ 
are often included in white social spaces (Saunders 2009, 177).75 Playing on 
‘high cultural values’ and distancing oneself from ‘low culture’ can thus be 
symbolic strategies of ‘whitening’ (see e.g. Fernandez 2010, 137). Rundle 

                                                 
72 Alejandro de la Fuente, too, argues that ‘cultural level’ is a racially charged notion. He 
discusses the grounds on which non-whites are excluded from jobs in the tourist sector 
because they are considered to ‘lack the physical and educational attributes needed to interact 
with tourists’ (Fuente 2001, 320). These attributes are incorporated in the racialized construct 
of ‘good presence’ which includes aspects such as manners, education and ‘cultural level’ 
(ibid.; see also Cabezas 2006, 513f.; Fernandez 2001, 126, referring to Rodríguez Ruiz 1998; 
Sawyer 2006, 109f.). 
73 However, see Fernandes (2006, 193), Rosendahl (1997a, 3), Safa (2005a, 325), Espina 
Prieto (2004, 231). 
74 See Alcázar Campos (2009), referring to Fernandez (1996b) and Stolcke (1992); the latter 
is the Catalan version of Martinez-Alier (1989). 
75 Here, it is worth noting that within Cuban Studies, scholars use different terms for non-
whites, such as ‘Afrocuban’ or ‘black’. Throughout the dissertation, I use the terms ‘black’, 
‘white’, and the third broad category of mulato/a, as these are comprehensible within the emic 
web of racial categorizations. I do not use ‘Afrocuban’, as this is emically associated with 
forms of Afrocuban religion and music, and, as Nadine Fernandez points out, is ‘not a racial 
nomenclature used in Cuban speech’ (Fernandez 2010, 24, emphasis in original). There is a 
great number of intricate racial terms and categorizations and these distinctions are markedly 
fluid (see e.g. Alfonso Wells 2004; Fernandez 2010, 20ff.; Sawyer 2006, 136ff.; Vaughan 
2005). 
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argues that inscribing issues of race and inequality into a domain of ‘cultural 
level’ works to avert ‘any indications of marginality being a product of 
social structures and processes’ (Rundle 2001, 1). Furthermore, she writes: 

To have cultural level coincides with high culture and white elite values, but 
it is presented as a choice, open to all individuals, irrespective of social 
background. The discourse of cultural level has, in other words, become an 
idiom in which to articulate racialised and classed ideas of morality and 
behaviour, without acknowledging it as such. (Rundle 2001, 8)  

In chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation I discuss how my interlocutors used 
‘cultural level’ as a marker of difference, and how they ascribed ‘low 
culture’ to others. Following the insistence of Alcázar Campos (2009), 
Fuente (2001), Fernandez (2010), and Rundle (2005) on the racialized and 
classed connotations of ‘cultural level’, one could say that by using this 
specific marker of difference my interlocutors actually created themselves as 
‘white middle class’, even though this categorization was not used. 

Above, I mentioned that economic inequalities have increased since the 
crisis of the 1990s. The main ways to access hard currency have not been 
equally available. I would suggest that these new differentiations are 
experienced as ‘randomized’ in the sense that income and material assets do 
not depend on education or even work. Rather, they run along access to 
contacts, luck with (extended) family members who have emigrated, or 
in/direct contacts with the tourist sector. The context in which my 
interlocutors navigate is thus one of new differentiations and unfamiliar 
hierarchies.76 This serves as a framework for the use of ‘cultural level’, 
which I will argue has become a marker of increasing importance in taking 
on a position of privilege in a context where hierarchies are renegotiated in 
new economic and material conditions. 

Methods and ethics 
The dissertation is based on two periods of fieldwork in the city of Havana 
for a total of ten months, during the periods December 2004 to April 2005 
and July 2006 to January 2007. During both periods of fieldwork I rented an 
apartment in Vedado together with my partner. Before embarking on these 
two periods of fieldwork I already had extensive networks and field 
experience in Havana from seven months of fieldwork for a master’s thesis 
in 2002 (see Lundgren 2003). 

During my fieldwork I combined methods of participant observation and 
interviews. I participated in everyday activities in the neighbourhood and in 
people’s homes, such as cooking, taking out the dog, or watching over the 
                                                 
76 See e.g. Eckstein (2004a, 335, 341); see also Espina Prieto (2004, 220), Fernandes (2006, 
193). 
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clothes drying outside. In Havana a great deal of social life takes place 
through social visits in people’s homes. I paid frequent social visits, and 
received people at my place: friends, neighbours, and acquaintances they 
brought with them. I also accompanied and visited interlocutors at their work 
places. Participation also included other arenas of everyday social life, such 
as going to concerts, the cinema, theatre plays, and the like. Moreover, 
participant observation took place to a large extent through street interaction, 
for instance on the way to catch a bus, shopping for groceries, hanging out in 
parks or at the sea wall Malecón, or around the main street in Vedado, La 
Rampa. During my fieldwork in 2006 I took extensive field notes. In the 
dissertation, depictions of everyday situations are based on these notes, 
while excerpts from interviews are direct transcriptions. All names are 
pseudonyms. 

Participant observation is often considered an indicator or criterion of 
anthropology.77 But anthropologists have always used a variety of techniques 
‘to explore processes not immediately or appropriately accessible through 
participant observation’ (Amit 2000, 12). Interviews are a complement to 
participant observation, as they make it possible to quote people in their 
exact phrasings. I carried out a number of interviews during my fieldwork. 
In 2005, I did twelve individual semi-structured interviews with women of 
different ages on their opinions about housework, raising children, couple 
relationships, looks, cosmetic surgery, and comments in the street. These 
interviews were based on experiences from my fieldwork in 2002. They took 
place at my apartment or in the interviewee’s home, and lasted from forty-
five minutes to one and a half hours. In 2005 I also made extensive life 
history interviews with three senior women who were then seventy to eighty-
four years of age. I interviewed them in their homes on six to eleven 
occasions each, each occasion lasting from one to three hours. 

In 2006, I made twenty individual semi-structured interviews. Half of 
those were with women and half with men. The interviewees were of 
different ages, but while the women’s ages varied greatly, the majority of the 
men were in their twenties or thirties. Again, the interviews took place at my 
apartment or in the interviewee’s home and lasted from thirty minutes to two 
hours. I asked questions about women’s looks, the meaning of popular 
sayings, comments in the street, family relations, methods for raising 
children, abortions, couple relationships, cosmetic surgery, the interviewees’ 
opinions of the music and dance style reggaetón, about a Cuban soap opera 
broadcast in 2006, and a range of other subjects. I also made two group 
interviews, one with three women about the aforementioned soap opera, and 

                                                 
77 See Amit (2000, 1), Gupta and Ferguson (1997, 1f., 16), Stocking (1983, 7, 70); see also 
Johnson (1984), Tedlock (1991), Willson (1995). 
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one with five men on relationships and sex.78 I transcribed some of the 
interviews while still in the field, and evaluated and reformulated questions 
and topics for following interviews. Back in Sweden, I transcribed most of 
the remaining interviews. 

Before each interview, I presented the purpose, research context, and later 
use of the interview. I explained that the names of the interviewees would be 
anonymized and that nobody else would listen to the interview. I also said 
that if any question felt uncomfortable, we could skip it. The interviewees 
gave me their verbal consent. While this is standard procedure, promises of 
confidentiality and anonymity are not ethically simple. Kathleen and Billie 
Dewalt point out that researchers must be realistic in making these promises, 
as anonymizing and altering the biographies of individuals never guarantee 
full anonymity (DeWalt and DeWalt 2002, 199ff). 

I asked the interviewees for permission to tape the interviews and no one 
declined this. Taping an interview certainly affects how people talk and 
express their views. Many were positive towards the fact that I wanted to 
take part of their views and opinions. Some said explicitly that the interview 
was OK but that they would not get into any matters of politics or the 
government. However, the topics of the interviews were not considered 
politically controversial; on the contrary, they were considered quite 
mundane and people freely expressed their views at length. 

While payment for interviews was never offered, I often brought small 
presents such as chocolate, coffee, fruits, or vegetables, and on two 
occasions, a bottle of wine. This was intended as a reciprocal courtesy for 
taking up the interviewee’s time, especially in cases when the interview took 
place at my apartment. The presents were always initially declined from the 
interviewee. As coffee, particularly, is quite expensive and sought after in 
this context (not to mention the short supply of wine), this could actually be 
considered a payment. 

During my fieldwork I also collected other material, such as articles in 
newspapers and magazines. I tried to keep up with television programmes on 
topics related to my work. I made notes on and occasionally recorded news 
pieces and infomercials [see e.g. chapter 7]. I did my best to follow the 
Cuban soap opera that was broadcast three times a week during 2006 [see 
chapter 7], often watching it at friends’ places. In 2006, I conducted a 
questionnaire on piropos, that is, verbal comments in street interaction [see 
chapter 5 and Appendix]. My purpose was mainly to collect examples of 
piropos. In total, eleven men and eleven women completed the 

                                                 
78 For an example of ethnography using focus groups in Havana, see Sujatha Fernandes 
(2006, 16ff.). Fernandes points out that in Havana, such group discussions often occur 
spontaneously as people stop by, popping in and out of the setting. Thus, she argues, these 
‘spontaneous improvised sessions’ occur naturally, which was also the case during my 
fieldwork. I do not include such settings when I refer to my ‘interviews’; these refer instead to 
taped, formalized sessions. 
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questionnaire. The most interesting result of this experiment turned out to be 
the discussions it provoked around the phenomenon of piropos, which was 
the reason I chose not to amplify the sample. The respondents found the 
questionnaire highly interesting, and as a matter of fact, when the rumour 
spread that I was conducting research on piropos this provoked an interest 
that far exceeded any earlier reactions to my research. 

Hence, I experimented with different techniques during my fieldwork. 
Some of these experiments were highly fruitful, such as the questionnaire or 
co-watching the soap opera. Others proved methodologically more 
challenging, such as the life history and group interviews. These experiments 
were largely due to an initial ambivalence on my part towards the traditional 
ethnographic methods used in anthropology. For instance, the reason I chose 
to focus on interviews during my fieldwork in 2005 was connected to ethical 
considerations. Making notes from participant observation in everyday 
situations made me feel like a ‘spy’, and interviews were more clear-cut to 
obtain informed consent (see DeWalt and DeWalt 2002, 197ff.). As 
discussed by Charlotte Aull Davies, researchers tend to ‘disappear’ from 
their professional role in long-term participant observation (Davies 2002, 
53f.). People thus have the right to be ‘reminded or consulted again about the 
use of information gained in informal encounters’ (ibid., 47f.; see also 
DeWalt and DeWalt 2002, 201). The researcher must explain in a 
comprehensible way the purpose of the research and how it is to be 
disseminated, and return to this point over time (see Davies 2002, 46ff.). 
However, these ethical considerations may be difficult in practice. The 
topics, methods, and focus of a research project are not established once and 
for all, but change over time in the research process. 

In the case of this dissertation, I explained the topics of my research 
project to most people I got to know in Havana. Often, this arose quite 
naturally, as these topics constantly came up in everyday conversations. As 
to the suggestion to remind interlocutors of the research purposes, in my case 
people often tended to frame the reasons for my long stays in Havana in 
ways that actively erased my attempts to explain my research. At times, my 
research was re-interpreted as an excuse for my ‘real’ reasons, for instance 
that I ‘just loved Cuba’, that it was too cold in Sweden, or that I preferred 
communism to capitalism. Or sometimes no reasons were considered 
necessary; why would I not choose to live in Havana for some time? 

In light of this, I use the concept ‘interlocutors’ with some caution. The 
term is meant to avoid the unilateral relationship inherent in such terms as 
‘informants’, as ‘channels of access to culture’ (see e.g. Markowitz and 
Ashkenazi 1999, 8). Still, while the dialogue suggested by concepts such as 
‘research subject’, ‘interlocutor’, or ‘research participant’ may be textually 
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present, the terms may also conceal a unilateral research practice.79 Vered 
Amit comments that whichever term one opts for, this does not resolve the 
problem that ‘however sincere and nuanced the attachment they express, 
ethnographic fieldworkers are still also exploiting this intimacy as an 
investigative tool’ (Amit 2000, 3). While this ‘exploitation of intimacy’ 
might be an inescapable part of the method of participant observation, it is 
ethically problematic and must be dealt with sensitively. As is often the case 
in fieldwork and participant observation, many of my interlocutors are also 
close friends. The close relationships developed during my stays of a total of 
two years in Havana have undoubtedly deepened my understandings and 
analyses of this context. This intimacy becomes an analytic resourse, and 
like many others, I have had to screen between those everyday situations and 
conversations that I describe, and sensitive matters discussed in confidence. 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith suggests that reporting back and sharing knowledge 
is a way of ‘disseminating knowledge and ensuring that research reaches the 
people who have helped make it […] Both ways assume a principle of 
reciprocity or feedback’ (Smith 1999, 15; see also Skeggs 2001, 434, 437). 
She points out that sharing knowledge is a long-term commitment, and to 
assume ‘in advance that people will not be interested in, or will not 
understand, the deeper issues is arrogant’ (ibid.). When I made a re-visit to 
Havana in June 2010, I brought two articles based on the dissertation 
(Lundgren 2010a, 2010b) that I had written in Spanish with the intent 
purpose of enabling my interlocutors to read them. Apart from participating 
in a conference (Lundgren 2010c), the main idea of this trip was to ‘report 
back’: to share my analyses with the interlocutors and invite discussion and 
comments. But even though several of my interlocutors commented on my 
analysis in the articles, most of them were far more interested in discussing 
newer and more current matters that arose from the articles. For instance, the 
article based on chapter 7 (Lundgren 2010b), about a soap opera from 2006, 
proved way too outdated, and our discussions instead turned to a new Cuban 
soap opera that was being broadcast during my visit in 2010. During the trip 
I also brought up examples from my fieldwork that I wished to include in the 
dissertation but thought ethically problematic. I explained why and how I 
intended to use the material and which argument the example contributed to 
developing, and I got thumbs-up. This also proved fruitful in explaining 
what my dissertation was all about and receiving feedback on the analysis. 
On several occasions, interlocutors confronted and disagreed with my 
analysis, suggesting other interpretations. Again, as is the nature of everyday 

                                                 
79 Ethical questions regarding the power relations between the researcher and ‘the researched’ 
have been raised by many feminist researchers (see e.g. Caplan 2003, 12; Deere and Wolf 
1996, 56; Gluck and Patai 1991, 3; Lewin 2006, 149; Mascia-Lees, Sharpe, and Cohen 1989; 
Newton 1993, 182) and have been given much attention within the debate on feminist 
ethnography (see Abu-Lughod 1990; Lengel 1998; see also McClaurin 2001; Skeggs 2001; 
Stacey 1988). 
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conversations, our discussions invariably drifted off to other examples and 
situations. In a sense, this exchange directly confirmed that the topics or 
angles of the different chapters of the dissertation are still current and highly 
relevant, as they spurred so many new associations. 

Reflexive positions 
One of the peculiarities of participant observation and ethnographic 
knowledge is that the presence and personal relationships of the researcher 
are considered primary instruments in the research process and are ascribed 
analytical advantages.80 This implies that all ethnographic knowledge is 
partial, situated, and positioned.81 Acknowledging that the presence of the 
ethnographer has implications and consequences for the interactions and 
events studied must be dealt with reflexively and analytically, and not 
viewed as contaminating or distorting (see Amit 2000, 199; Bourdieu 1999, 
646). Charlotte Aull Davies defines reflexivity broadly as ‘a turning back on 
oneself, a process of self-reference’ (Davies 2002, 4).82 A reflexive approach 
also questions the absence of the author as an invisible anonymous voice of 
authority in ethnographic writing.83 Throughout the dissertation I strive to be 
present in the text, to reflect on my position, and to be explicit about my 
authorial voice. Below I make some short reflexive notes around my 
positions during fieldwork, first in general and then in relation to the arenas 
that are analysed in the chapters of the dissertation, such as heterosexual 
couplehood, the female body, street interaction, and family relations. 

My position as a foreigner in the Cuban context was fundamental. As is 
probably the case in any context, but particularly so in Havana, it would be 
practically impossible to enter social interaction out of nowhere – in the 

                                                 
80 See e.g. Amit (2000, 2), Davies (2002, 5), Gupta and Ferguson (1997, 15). 
81 See Davies (2002, 90), Deere and Wolf (1996); see also Abu-Lughod (1990, 2006 [1991], 
156), Haraway (1988), Kuper (1999, 213), Rabinow (1977), Strathern (1991, 39).  
The early critique of a male bias in anthropology (Ardener 1975; Caplan and Bujra 1978; 
Reiter 1975; Rohrlich-Leavitt 1975; Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974; Strathern 1972) insisted 
that the ethnographic knower is always gendered (Caplan, Karim, and Bell 1993; Okely and 
Callaway 1992, 12). Issues of positionality and stance were raised by ‘women’s 
anthropology’ in the 1970s (Golde 1970) and the undertaking of gendered re-studies (see e.g. 
Weiner 1976). Feminist anthropologists have suggested that this early consciousness of 
positionality and the critiques of the authority of ethnographic texts have been silenced, and 
that it ‘took the postmodern proclamation of a “crisis of representation” to put the critique of 
objectivity and the scrutiny of ethnographic authority on the disciplinary agenda’ (Caplan, 
Karim, and Bell 1993, 2f.; see also Behar and Gordon 1995; Deere and Wolf 1996; Lutkehaus 
1995; McClaurin 2001; Visweswaran 1994, 1997). 
82 Ruth Behar points out that in anthropology, ‘there is no greater taboo than self-revelation’ 
(Behar 1996, 26), and that exposing and discussing our subjectivities also implies making 
ourselves ‘vulnerable’ as observers (ibid., 196). 
83See Davies (2002, 15); see also Clifford and Marcus (1986), Geertz (1988), Halstead, 
Hirsch, and Okely (2008), Marcus and Fischer (1986), Moore (1994, 116), Okely and 
Callaway (1992), O'Reilly (2005, 213). 
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street, for instance, or simply moving to a neighbourhood without previous 
contacts. Undoubtedly, the networks developed since my first visit to 
Havana in 1997 have been crucial for my access to the field. They have 
made it possible for me to be introduced to new people and situations 
through specific social positions such as friend, neighbour, acquaintance, in-
law, etc. These networks have offered the privilege of spending time at 
friends’ and acquaintances’ homes and work places. I have been introduced 
to new acquaintances as a foreigner with knowledge of the Cuban society 
who speaks fluent Cuban Spanish. The question of language is crucial for 
access to the field.84 Because of my looks, I would never be taken to be 
Cuban. Thus, my non-native Spanish accent came as no surprise to anyone. 
The key, rather, was to manage Cuban Spanish local expressions. In this 
context, the use of Havana slang and colloquial language are seen as direct 
expressions of having spent considerable time in Cuba. Through this, one is 
also assumed to know the basics of everyday economic conditions, the 
housing situation, political discourse, and other fundamental frames of 
reference. In turn, this knowledge is key to being included in everyday 
concerns. 

At this specific moment, the extent to which the political turmoil and 
acute scarcity of the first half of the 1990s have marked Cuba and Cubans to 
this day can hardly be underestimated. I arrived in Cuba for the first time in 
1997 and never experienced the extreme scarcity of the earlier period first-
hand, only through other people’s accounts. This is another important 
marker of the ‘outsider’ position of foreigners. Being a foreigner in Cuba 
represents not only an economically advantaged position, but also privileges 
of mobility and travelling (see e.g. Alcázar Campos 2010). The contested 
exclusion of Cubans from tourist facilities in Cuba, sometimes termed 
‘tourist apartheid’,85 was not loosened until 2008 (ibid., 305). This has 
created symbolic privileges for foreigners and those with access to Cuban 
convertible pesos with hard currency value (see Alcázar Campos 2010; 
Padrón Hernández 2011, forthcoming). Foreigners’ economic resources and 
freedom to travel by definition imply a position of privilege in Cuba. In this 
context, a foreigner pretending to live under common everyday conditions 
would not make sense. Two crucial points would be that first, any stay in 
Cuba is strictly voluntary and one may leave the country as one wishes, and 
second, the access to economic resources implies that one may choose not to 
live in an extended family. 

While my position as a foreigner was essential, it also intersected with a 
range of other positions. As my partner is male, I was ascribed 
heterosexuality, and this also had implications for how my womanhood was 
interpreted. As a fieldworker, one’s womanhood is performed and 

                                                 
84 On the importance of language skills in anthropological work, see e.g. Werner (1994).  
85 See Cabezas (2006), Sawyer (2006, 108ff.), Weinreb (2009, 182). 
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interpreted in specific relations to local gendered norms (Sörensdotter 2008, 
58). For instance, I had the privilege to be included in female homosocial 
settings where grooming was carried out, and in discussions on diets and 
cosmetic surgery among my female interlocutors [see chapter 6]. While 
ways to enhance my femininity and looks were often recommended to me 
(see Markowitz and Ashkenazi 1999, 168f.), as a foreigner I had a broader 
space of negotiation to comply or not with local ideals of appearance. During 
my fieldwork, I noted that Cuban women friends who violated these ideals in 
ways similar to mine were assumed to be lesbian, while my violations were 
attributed to my ‘foreignness’. In this sense, the combination of my position 
as a foreigner and my attributed heterosexuality also ‘rescued’ my 
femininity.  

During fieldwork I also experienced the same practices of street 
interaction as my female interlocutors, including those of physical 
harassment.86 This became the topic of many lengthy conversations that 
taught me a lot about emic understandings of these practices, and I gained 
distance towards my own experiences of them.  

Throughout the dissertation there are examples of how I, as a white 
foreign person with formal education, was included by my interlocutors in a 
‘we’ or as an ‘accomplice’ in processes of othering (see also Fernandez 
2010, 9). Due to my whiteness, I was never excluded from tourist or hard-
currency venues, something that black foreign scholars have sometimes 
experienced because they have been taken to be Cuban.87 

Above, I mentioned some of the ‘reasons’ attributed to my spending long 
periods of time in Havana. While studying Spanish, being inspired by 
communism, or simply enjoying the sun were considered explicatory 
enough, a whole new and uncontested position was established when I 
formalized a relationship with a Cuban in 2003. This meant my entering a 
position of being an in-law, having ‘actual’ family members, and not only 
classificatory ones as during my fieldwork in 2002 when I lived with a 
different family. There is no doubt that my role as a family member shaped 
my positions in the field, and consequently also my understandings and 
analyses (see e.g. Flinn et.al. 1998). First, it opened my eyes to the complex 
webs of interdependence among extended family members. Also, I was 
identified as an ‘insider’ (to some extent) in matters of family 
interdependence, which gave me another understanding of how family 
relations condition all aspects of everyday life and personhood and are 
surrounded by fundamental moral notions. As a daughter-in-law, I was 
identified as sharing a position similar to that of many female friends and 
interlocutors, who related their own experiences to mine and compared 

                                                 
86 For discussions on sexual harassment in the field, see Gearing (1995), Howell (1990), 
Willson (1995, 266f.). 
87 See Fernandez (2010, 140); referring to Allen (2003), Roland (2004), and Sawyer (2006). 
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expectations and frustrations. Again, I was often considered an ‘accomplice’; 
I was presented with a lot of gossip and met great solidarity.  

Furthermore, having family and close friends in the field calls into 
question the sharp distinction between the ‘field’ and ‘home’.88 This also 
introduces ethical dilemmas. While my partner’s company during my 
fieldwork and his positions as a white Cuban male are relevant for 
contextualizing my field experience, he is present in this research not by 
choice but rather by obligation. Much less has he chosen to be written about 
in this context. This is also the case for my in-laws, whom I have striven to 
exclude from this study to the extent possible. 

My position as a family member is closely related to my position in the 
arena of couplehood. My couple relationship to some extent established me 
as a sexually non-accessible woman and I was seldom approached with 
sexual initiatives except in street interaction.89 Moreover, as I already had a 
partner I was not assumed to be in Cuba to get a new one, which meant that I 
was not ascribed an exoticizing-eroticizing agenda with my stays.90 Anna 
Pertierra analyses her marriage to a Cuban man during her fieldwork in 
Eastern Cuba (Pertierra 2007), and even though I do not recognize 
Pertierra’s story of being a ‘bride in the field’, in retrospect I see how the 
company of my partner during fieldwork alerted my attention and tickled my 
curiosity as to the rules surrounding heterosexual couplehood in this context. 
Our relationship was interpreted within local classifications and firmly 
situated within the category of ‘true love’. At the same time, our practices as 
a couple sometimes clashed with and thus made explicit many of the unsaid 
expectations on this arena. For instance, the slack control I had over my 
partner provoked some worry, and when I went so far as to go out by myself 
with his male friend, my partner’s sanity was put in question. Hence, my 
positions interacted with and sometimes interrupted a number of local 
expectations. These will be explored in depth in the following chapter on the 
underlying logics of heterosexual couplehood. 

                                                 
88 Amit questions a ‘compertamentalizing’ understanding of fieldwork in which ‘the field’ is 
understood as an independently bounded set of relationships (Amit 2000, 2; see also Jackson 
1987; Okely and Callaway 1992; Peirano 1998; Pertierra 2007; Pink 2000). 
89 Don Kulick and Margaret Willson explore the implications of the anthropologist as a 
sexually cognizant knower, stressing that fieldworkers are always sexually situated (Kulick 
and Willson 1995, 6; see also Caplan, Karim, and Bell 1993; Lewin and Leap 1996; 
Markowitz and Ashkenazi 1999; Newton 1993; Whitehead and Conaway 1986). 
90 See e.g. Schwartz (1997), see also Alcázar Campos (2009), Kempadoo (1999). 
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3. Couplehood and control 

One afternoon during my fieldwork in 2006 I visited Pablo and Maria, a 
couple in their early thirties who lived with their two children in Vedado. 
That day, we were hanging out with a group of friends, and as usual the 
phone rang every other minute. Maria had just finished with a call from her 
mother when the mother of another friend, Gilberto, called him. We were 
startled by this coincidence, and without further ado Maria and Gilberto 
decided to have a contest to see whose mother called more often. After a 
couple of hours, both mothers had called three times each, and we all helped 
out keeping score. When Maria’s mother called, Maria made use of the 
joking atmosphere and ended the call saying, ‘Mom, I have to hang up on 
you because Gilberto’s mother is going to call.’ We all glanced at each other 
after this slight impoliteness but continued to joke about the situation. 
Nelson, who was also visiting, added to the cheerful mood: ‘At least my 
mother isn’t that crazy, she doesn’t even have the phone number to this 
place!’ Shortly after this, Nelson’s wife,91 Carmen, rang and told him to 
come home straight away. We all burst into laughter, and Pablo said to 
Nelson, ‘Maybe you’re right about your mother, but instead, you have a wife 
to control you in her place!’ 

I stayed until late that evening, and talked to Pablo and Gilberto about the 
humorous situation. Pablo suddenly turned serious, and said in an irritated 
tone, ‘It’s the same thing. Both mothers and wives think they own the man.’ 
He continued, ‘At the beginning of our relationship, if Maria was not in the 
mood for going out, I had to stay at home as well.’ I asked if she might have 
been jealous or afraid that Pablo would meet other women, but Gilberto 
interrupted, ‘No, even if he went out to see his male friends! And Maria 
spent her time calling Pablo’s friends to check on where he was. 
Complaining that she was all by herself at home, asking him when he’d be 
back. And sometimes she just told him to get back immediately.’ Pablo 
sighed deeply, ‘That’s still the case.’ He shook his head in a resigned mood 
at this depiction of his wife’s asphyxiating and possessive behaviour. 

                                                 
91 Throughout the dissertation I use the terms ‘wife’ and ‘husband’ about spouses who live 
together, whether or not they are formally married. In Cuba, formal marriages are not the rule 
(see Safa 2009, 46f.; Htun 2007, 134), and often the same terms are used to denominate 
consensual unions and formal marriages [marido/mujer or esposo/esposa]. I use 
‘boyfriend’/‘girlfriend’ about couples who do not live together, the local terms being 
novio/novia. 
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As we continued our conversation, Pablo and Gilberto seemed to soften 
their position somewhat. Because, then again, all of this was only natural, 
they explained to me. Whenever you have free time, your partner wants to be 
with you; anything else would be highly suspicious. This suspicion went 
both ways. What might you be up to if you did not want to spend your free 
time with her? And what might she be doing if she were not checking on you 
and ordering you to come home? Pablo made use of this logic as he 
elaborated on the finer points of the situation earlier that day when Carmen 
had told Nelson to come home. A couple relationship is a power struggle, he 
explained. On the one hand, Carmen had put herself in a slightly 
disadvantageous position when she called, since she appeared as attention 
seeking and needy. However, when she ordered Nelson to come home and 
he complied, she actually regained her position as the real boss of the 
relationship. When Carmen called to check on where Nelson was, she 
appeared alert and intelligent, demonstrating that she would not let herself be 
made a fool of. 

But there was much more to the matter than this. Had Carmen not called, 
Pablo reflected, this might create suspicion as to her own whereabouts. And 
what would this say about Nelson? This way, Gilberto interrupted, Carmen’s 
call was not only a way for her to check on him. It also informed Nelson of 
her location: where she was, what she was doing, and with whom. In a sense, 
Gilberto argued, Carmen’s call was also a way for him to check on her.  

These subtle negotiations of mutual control illustrate the emic notion of 
couplehood as a power struggle. In this chapter I explore the logic of this 
notion and the tools available for gaining leverage in this power struggle. I 
analyse couplehood as a central arena to create and negotiate heterosexual 
desirability, and discuss how underlying conceptions of sexuality create 
specific gendered positions in these negotiations. These logics are then 
discussed in relation to the current economic and material conditions; for 
instance how the housing situation and a tightened family interdependence 
shape the space of negotiation for couples. Finally, I turn to the conflicting 
interrelationship between couplehood and motherhood, which was hinted at 
above in the introductory account.  

Jealousy 
Pablo’s deciphering of the situation above reveals a number of tensions and 
negotiations in the power struggle of couplehood. These negotiations were 
not always this subtle, however. Many of Pablo’s points were stated 
explicitly during my fieldwork, for instance in an interview that I made with 
Nelia, a woman around forty who lived in Vedado. She was a single mother, 
and we often discussed how she could find a new boyfriend. In our interview 
we discussed her ex-spouses. Nelia told me that she was not a particularly 
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jealous person and that this had created problems in her earlier couple 
relationships. She said: 

Some people think that to feel loved, the other person must show a need to 
know how you are, where you are, what’s up. And others are bothered by it, 
they don’t like it. But people sometimes say, ‘Why don’t you care? You 
don’t even ask me where I’ve been!’ 

Nelia referred to a common view of jealous control as an expression of love 
and desire for one’s partner. Nelia’s partners had actually been offended 
when she had not inquired about their whereabouts. Since jealousy was seen 
as an expression of desire, Nelia’s lack thereof was interpreted as her not 
caring for her partners. This relates to one of the local sayings that 
introduced this dissertation: Si no me cela no me quiere – If s/he is not 
jealous, s/he does not love me. 

The importance of jealousy to express desire also made it one of the main 
tools for negotiating positions in a couple relationship. As mentioned in the 
introductory account, being jealous was considered to put you in a 
disadvantageous position, as you were seeking your partner’s attention. But 
if instead you managed to make your partner jealous, you regained your 
position in the relationship, as you had then caught his or her attention, and 
possibly also distracted his or her erotic interest in others. In a conversation 
that I had with Malena and Astrid, two of my interlocutors in their late 
twenties, Malena told us that she had just left her boyfriend when she started 
seeing another man: ‘He [her ex] is suddenly being so nice to me!’ she told 
us, astonished. Astrid immediately replied, ‘That’s what you have to do! If 
he’s jealous, he treats you great!’ In the shape of woman-to-woman advice, 
Astrid formulated jealousy as a strategy of manipulation, one that she also 
made use of in her own couple relationship. Her boyfriend, Alejandro, often 
complained that Astrid, whenever she felt jealous of him, started flirting with 
someone else to distract his attention from other women. 

Thus, jealousy could be played with in conscious and overt ways to gain 
the upper hand in a couple relationship. Astrid used jealousy to keep 
Alejandro on his toes, and Nelia’s experience showed that a partner’s 
jealousy was necessary in upholding a position as someone who is desired. 
While Pablo complained at length that Maria was always checking up on 
him, Nelia’s account demonstrates that the opposite might also be considered 
a problem (see also Rosendahl 1997a, 72).  

It was particularly common for men to complain about their wives or 
girlfriends being controlling and possessive. One evening in 2005 I sat 
talking to Mercedes and her boyfriend, Juan. They were a couple in their 
mid-twenties who had been dating for several years but did not live together. 
We discussed our mutual acquaintances José and Amarilis, who had also 
been a couple for a long time. Mercedes and Juan both told me that Amarilis 
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would practically stalk José wherever he went. Juan said, ‘For instance, the 
other day we were hanging out, just the guys, taking a walk in Vedado. And 
suddenly Amarilis appears out of nowhere! How did she know we were right 
there?! And we finally had a moment without our girlfriends…’ 

In fact, Juan often complained that his own girlfriend, Mercedes, always 
wanted to be with him, that she called him every day to see what he was up 
to that night. Juan said that he and his friends had to ‘escape’ to get some 
time by themselves. He told me about an incident when he had gone to a 
party without telling Mercedes: ‘And the next day she was like, “Why, why 
didn’t you tell me?! I wanted to go too!”’ Juan explained that if he wanted to 
go out by himself, he had to lie to her and say that he was just going to stay 
at home to study. 

Choosing the term ‘escape’, Juan formulated the time with his friends, 
without the girlfriends, as time in freedom. He pictured their independence 
as threatened. He stressed that Mercedes would reproach him for ‘escaping’ 
and that he had no choice but to resort to lies. In my reading, this account 
effectively portrayed Juan as sought after, desired, and Mercedes’s centre of 
attention, in a manner similar to as Pablo’s complaints about Maria’s 
possessiveness. For these men, couplehood played an important role as 
something they needed to escape from, and through this they appeared 
desirable. 

This is not to say that Juan and Pablo did not have very concrete 
experiences of being controlled by their partners. On many occasions, my 
female interlocutors stated the need to control their partners as a natural 
ingredient of a couple relationship. Preferably, this should be managed with 
sweet tongued manipulation, but if necessary, men could simply be ordered 
home. Several people reproached me for my slack discipline with my own 
partner. One day, my partner and I visited an elderly woman who lived in 
Vedado. As we were leaving after the visit, she asked us what our plans were 
for the evening. I told her that I had decided to stay at home to work but that 
my partner would be going out to party. To my surprise, she got outright 
angry at this piece of information and told us off in vivid terms: me for being 
so naïve and sloppy, and my partner for his egoistic and inconsiderate 
behaviour. As we shall see in the following, there was no doubt about the 
potential consequences of such lazy sloppiness as I demonstrated in my 
relationship. 

Gendered conceptions of sexuality 
One afternoon during my fieldwork in 2006, I visited Georgina together with 
two mutual friends. She was a woman around forty who lived in a less 
privileged neighbourhood adjacent to Vedado. During our visit, Georgina 
entertained us with a story about a friend of hers: 
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There was this couple that hadn’t had sex for about four or five months. This 
woman comes to me and says, ‘What’s up with this?’ [¿Qué es lo que pasa 
aquí?] The man comes straight home from work, so that’s not the problem. 
So I ask her, ‘Could it be someone at his job?’ The woman tells me, ‘No, the 
only women who work there are old, ugly ones, and a [female] telephone 
operator who is cross-eyed.’ And then I tell her, ‘OK, but it could be a man!’ 

So this woman started to watch him [vigilarlo], but he always came 
straight home from work and everything. Time passed, and the woman won a 
trip to Varadero with everything included,92 but the man didn’t even want 
that! Then one Sunday they called him from his job, something had broken 
and he had to go fix it. And it turns out it was the cross-eyed one from work 
[with whom he was having an affair]! So I tell my friend, ‘The cross-eyed 
one isn’t her, it’s you, who didn’t see that he was having an affair with her!’ 

This story reflects further ingredients in the power struggle of couplehood. 
In her account, Georgina took on the role of suspicious investigator, finding 
innovative explanations for the lack of sex in the relationship. She portrayed 
herself as an alert and intelligent woman, in contrast to her friend who 
appeared to be blind to the obvious facts before her. Georgina assumed the 
role of adviser, explaining that control and surveillance are necessary 
measures in a couple relationship. She concluded that her friend had not 
been suspicious and vigilant enough. If her husband had managed to have an 
affair, this implied that her control had been insufficient. Not suspecting the 
cross-eyed workmate was just plain stupid. 

Interestingly, Georgina took the lack of sex as the point of departure for 
her analysis. This illustrates two things: first, that it was considered 
suspicious that the man would not have sex with his wife, and from this it 
was deduced that he must be having it with someone else; and second, that 
this lack of sex was considered a problem for his wife. In my interpretation, 
this reading hints at specifically gendered conceptions of sexuality: one, that 
men cheat due to their inherent uncontrollable sexual drives (see Alcázar 
Campos 2009); and two, that women have sexual needs that men have the 
responsibility to satisfy (see Smith and Padula 1996, 175).  

Georgina also introduced the possibility that her friend’s husband might 
be having an affair with another man. In this particular situation, I take this 
suggestion as a way for Georgina to demonstrate her innovative and smart 
imagination. However, there are historical examples from Cuba that make a 
connection between the conception of male ‘drives’ and male same-sex 
sexual acts. Historically, it was considered that a ‘man’s supercharged sexual 
physiology [placed] him on the brink of sexual desire at all times and at all 
places’. This hypersexuality was generally assumed to be channeled towards 

                                                 
92 This has been a popular ‘stimulus’/encouragement [estímulo] in Cuba, offered instead of 
economic compensation to exceptional workers in certain state jobs. A stay in Varadero, 
which is a famous tourist town with excellent conditions, would be considered an 
extraordinary estímulo. 
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women, but when aroused, a man’s drives were considered so strong that he 
might ‘lose control of himself and ignore the boundaries of “honor and 
decency”’ (Mulhare 1969, 141f.; cited in Lumsden 1996, 31f.).93 

Furthermore, these underlying conceptions of sexuality – of men’s 
‘drives’ and women’s ‘needs’ – frame understandings of unfaithfulness in 
specifically gendered ways. The Cuban Spanish emic term for ‘cuckold’, 
tarrudo, as in other Spanish-speaking countries literally means that the 
woman has put horns on her husband, that is, she has cheated on him. The 
conception of women’s sexual ‘needs’ plays an important role in the 
interpretations of such situations. In 2006 I interviewed Cesar, a man of 
about thirty. We talked about couple relationships and cheating, and he 
explained: 

The thing is, that if the woman is with [has sex with] other men, this 
undermines his virility as a man, because then she needs more men to satisfy 
her. So the problem isn’t just that she is with [has sex with] other men, but 
also that this affects his role of macho, the man, of course. Because they say, 
‘Oh, so you can’t satisfy your woman, she has to find another one…’ 

Hence, a woman’s cheating on her male partner also implied a challenge to 
his manliness, as he would appear unvirile and unable to satisfy her sexual 
‘needs’ (see also Rosendahl 1997a, 63; 1997c, 182). This interpretation of 
cheating was often used to explain or legitimate a man’s control of his 
partner in terms of defending his own manliness.94 However, this control was 
framed not only in relation to his partner’s ‘needs’ and the necessity to 
prevent her from satisfying those ‘needs’ with another man. The conception 
of uncontrollable male sexual ‘drives’ – those of other men – played an 
equally important role in framing his control. Thus, jealous control could be 
formulated both in positive terms of love and care as well as in terms of male 
self-respect. 

This control could persist even after a separation, through what 
sociologist Miriam Lang refers to as ‘the markedly possessive character of 
many Cuban men who continue to claim rights to “their” ex-partners until 
after a divorce or separation’ (Lang 2009, 139, my translation). I witnessed 
this on many occasions among my interlocutors. For instance, one evening I 
was hanging out with Marina and Nadia, two friends in their late twenties, at 
my apartment in Vedado. Nadia had formerly lived just a couple of blocks 
from my place with her then husband, and together we went to pick up some 
CDs that Nadia had left with him when they separated. He was at home, and 

                                                 
93 I discuss conceptions of male same-sex sexuality in chapter 7. 
94 During the years following the socialist revolution of 1959, male members could be 
expelled from the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC) if their wives were unfaithful. If they 
could not control their wives, it was argued, they did not have the strength to be leading 
members of society (Rosendahl 1997a, 63; 1997c, 181). 
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we all chatted briefly in a friendly mood. But when we were leaving, he 
stopped Nadia by the door and held her back. From the stairs Marina and I 
heard them arguing, and he asked Nadia accusingly, ‘Why are you dressed 
like that?’ (Nadia was wearing jeans shorts and a blouse without a bra.) 
After a couple of minutes Nadia came down with a frown on her face and we 
left the building. She complained that he often said those kinds of things. 
Nadia told us how she had tried to explain that we were just hanging out at 
my place, that those were her everyday clothes, and that we were only going 
to pass through the park. ‘But he doesn’t listen!’ In this case, Nadia’s ex-
partner argued that other people still saw her as connected to him, which 
meant that her behaviour might reflect badly upon him. His non-interference 
in her whereabouts or choice of clothing might be interpreted as his being 
too weak to control her, and he might be considered unmanly and unworthy 
of respect. In this way, his control could be formulated in terms of his self-
respect as a man even after their separation. 

During my fieldwork, I noticed that this control was sustained not only by 
men. This was the case with Becky, a woman in her mid-twenties, whom I 
got to know through her boyfriend. They had been a couple for several years 
and spent a lot of time together. Becky lived in a privileged section of 
Havana adjoining Vedado, and when they went out together, Becky’s 
boyfriend, Alejandro, often went there to pick her up. As we got to know 
each other, Becky told me that her mother actually refused to let her go out 
with her girl friends if Alejandro needed to stay at home to study. 
Interestingly, her mother’s concern was not with Becky’s reputation in a 
direct way. Instead, she argued that if Becky went out unaccompanied by 
Alejandro, he would seem unable to control her. In turn, this would reflect 
badly on Becky, as Alejandro would appear unmanly, in short, a punto 
[approx. ‘loser’]. For this reason, her mother argued that it was in Becky’s 
best interest not to go out unaccompanied by her boyfriend. 

Based on the illustrations above, I suggest that gendered conceptions of 
sexuality created the logic of a necessary mutual control within the couple. 
The conception of men’s sexual ‘drives’ meant that women must be smart 
and innovative in their vigilance over their male partners. But it also meant 
that men ‘had no other choice’ than to control their female partners. 
Women’s sexual ‘needs’ made men vulnerable, as a woman’s potential 
cheating on a man would put his virility and manliness in question because 
he would be assumed to be unable to satisfy her needs or manage to control 
her. Within this logic, the conception of men’s uncontrollable ‘drives’ could 
also be used by women to negotiate their positions in a couple relationship. 
If a woman managed to prevent her male partner from cheating on her, this 
was interpreted as ascribing a power position to her. His faithfulness was 
taken as an expression of her ability to ‘make a man go crazy’ [volver loco a 
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un hombre] with her, through arousing his uncontrollable desire, and thus 
distract his erotic attention from other women.95 The conception of male 
‘drives’ thus offered her the opportunity to hypnotize him and wrap him up 
as she pleased. If, however, he managed to cheat on her, this would imply a 
double failure: she had neither been desirable enough to ‘make him go 
crazy’ and distract his erotic attention from others, nor had she been alert 
and controlling enough. Consequently, she would have only herself to 
blame.  

Hence, within the logic of these gendered conceptions of sexuality, 
cheating became another tool for gaining leverage in the power struggle of 
couple relationships, along with jealousy, suspicion, and mutual control. 
Moreover, these tools were used to create and negotiate heterosexual 
desirability. A woman would appear desirable if she managed to tease out 
her partner’s jealous control, as she had then provoked his inherent desire. 
Women’s control of their male partners was also necessary for a man to 
appear desired and sought after. This illustrates the complementarity of these 
gendered conceptions of sexuality. A woman’s ability to ‘make a man go 
crazy’ and thus gain leverage depended on his uncontrollable sexual ‘drives’. 
He, on the other hand, needed her control in order to appear desirable, 
through portraying himself as sought after, with a need to ‘escape’ his couple 
relationship. 

Within the notion of power struggle, couplehood appears as a constant 
struggle between two oppositional forces that on the one hand desire and are 
drawn to each other, and on the other hand try to control and manipulate 
each other. This eroticized complementarity could also be read as a 
specifically heterosexual gender construction. As argued by sociologist 
Tamsin Wilton, ‘to be heterosexual means to desire people who are other 
than oneself, in a relation of complementarity. Moreover, this “otherness” 
has become identified with oppositeness, with polarity’ (Wilton 1996, 126, 
emphasis in original). In my interpretation, the image of a heterosexual 
couple as two magnetic poles or forces in constant tension96 that both 
complement and repel/escape each other is, on the one hand, based on such 
gendered ‘oppositeness’. Thus, by ‘doing’ heterosexuality’, my interlocutors 
were also ‘doing’ gender (Jackson 1999, 5f.). On the other hand, this notion 
of couplehood suggests a mutuality in which both parties in a couple need 
each other to create and negotiate a position of heterosexual desirability. 
Below I will explore this mutuality further. 

                                                 
95 See also Nordin (2007, 185), who comments on a similar conception in a different context. 
96 I owe this metaphor to historian of ideas Pia Laskar (Laskar 2005, 92f.) and her analysis of 
Swedish sex manuals from the 19th and early 20th centuries. In her material, Laskar traces the 
view that (gendered) ‘opposites attract’ and complement each other. She relates this idea to 
dominant currents of that period, such as the Romantic philosophy of nature, where nature 
was viewed as a constant tension between polar forces, and the developing research within 
physics on the attraction of magnetic poles and production of electricity (ibid., 93). 
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Heterosexual desirability 
Let me return to Nelia, whom I introduced above, whose partners had 
complained about her problematic lack of jealousy. As mentioned, Nelia was 
a single mother actively looking for a new partner. In our interview, Nelia 
told me that she had felt forced to leave the father of her children because he 
was having a relationship with another woman. Nelia reflected: 

In Europe, or wherever, you have a relationship. And then your partner has 
another relationship parallel to the one he’s having with you. You find out. 
You get an explanation, or no explanation at all, you pretend that you don’t 
know [te haces la sueca, lit. pretend to be Swedish], hacerse la sueca means 
that you pretend not to have noticed. You pretend that you don’t know 
anything, the relationship keeps functioning, nothing happens, nobody has an 
opinion, nobody said anything. 

Here, the social pressure is very hard. If a guy has a relationship, and they 
see him with another person, then the pressure starts. Maybe they don’t say it 
straight out, but an atmosphere is created [se crea un estado]. ‘Hey, I saw NN 
[Fulano], close to the [hotel] Habana Libre, and he seemed really happy!’ 

And then this atmosphere starts between friends or at work, anyone. They 
won’t leave you in peace. That is part of the [Cuban] idiosyncrasy. They 
consider this person to be doing something bad, and the other person must do 
something. When it’s not their business, it’s not their problem! And that 
affects you too. 

Nelia told me that she had felt forced to leave a man whom she still loved, 
and that she still felt hurt by this. In her view, the problem was not so much 
her ex-husband’s affair. Rather, it was her nosy neighbours and colleagues 
and their damned ‘social pressure’ that were to blame for their separation. 
Had she only been able to pretend not to know, she could have kept up the 
relationship. 

It seems that even though Nelia was the one to break it off, the separation 
left her desirability tarnished, in line with the logic introduced above. First of 
all, she had not been desirable enough to prevent her partner’s erotic 
attention from being led astray by another woman. Nor had she been smart 
enough to watch and control him to prevent his escapade. And finally, most 
importantly, she was left single, without a partner, which appeared as a more 
profound failure of heterosexual desirability. Thus, for years she mourned a 
separation that she had in fact initiated. 

In my reading, Nelia’s account is clearly gendered. It stands out in its 
contrast to the accounts of many of my male interlocutors, such as Pablo and 
Juan, who stressed their need to ‘escape’ their partners. My attention was 
drawn to this difference one day when I and my partner, Erick, visited 
Antonio, a man in his early thirties who lived in Vedado. It had been a while 
since we had all met, and Antonio welcomed us warmly. He told Erick that 
he had got really fat, and Erick said it was because he had quit smoking. 
Antonio associated: 
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Once I was with this woman, and she always cooked. And I got fatter and 
fatter. She had a daughter, who was a pain in the ass. Anyway, the situation 
was so stressful that I quit smoking! 

Silje: What? I would have guessed the opposite! 
Antonio: So I got really fat while living with her, she cooked all the time. 

One day I looked at her, she was standing with the phone in her hand, stirring 
the pot. And I thought to myself, ‘No, this won’t work.’ So I packed my bag 
and left. Then I lived with Carla for a year and a half. And she was so 
dominant. She loved to quarrel. One and a half years of constant quarrelling. 

Silje: And what happened, she kicked you out? 
Antonio [shaking his head]: No, no, I kicked her out! I couldn’t take any 

more of her. But she kept calling. Called and hung up, until recently. It’s OK 
if you call each other once in a while, if you’ve been together for a long time. 
To see how it’s going, to care about the other person. But she called me all 
the time! Five times a day! She couldn’t cook if she hadn’t called me! 

Antonio concluded the story by telling us that he had obtained a caller ID, to 
see the phone numbers of incoming calls.  

So I lifted the receiver, and said, ‘Carla, how are you doing?’ And she hung 
up! Until I started living with this one [his present girlfriend], then she 
stopped calling! Maybe that’s what she was waiting for, or wanted to check. 

Antonio stressed that he was the one to break up, to leave women behind, 
who would then long for him and jealously try to control him. He portrayed 
this situation as strenuous and demanding, something he desperately needed 
a break from. Antonio often talked about some occasion when he had two or 
three girlfriends, and how he constantly switched and ended relationships. 
Antonio’s account of women’s desperate persistence to be with him 
portrayed him not only as sought after and desired but also as a highly virile 
man who knew how to satisfy women (see Rosendahl 1997c, 181). 

In comparison, Nelia’s story was quite different. While Antonio appeared 
desirable and sought after through stressing that he was the one to leave his 
ex-wives, Nelia just mourned the separation from her ex-husband. In my 
interpretation, had she chosen to stress that she was the one to leave, this 
would not have contributed to increasing her desirability as in the case of 
Antonio. This might have been a problem for her ex-husband, though, as it 
would suggest that Nelia ‘did not receive what she needed’ from him. But 
for her part, Nelia did not seem to have anything to gain from such a 
reconstruction of events. As it was, the facts remained; his cheating and then 
their separation left her doubly undesirable. 

While I have argued that couplehood is an arena for mutual confirmation 
of heterosexual desirability, there is a difference in the gendered ways that 
this desirability is demonstrated. A common denominator between the 
accounts of Antonio, Pablo, and Juan is that they all stressed their couple 
relationships as a strenuous and demanding burden that they needed to 
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escape. Hence, through portraying their partners’ asphyxiating control, they 
appeared desirable and sought after. Nelia’s story of how her partners were 
offended by her lack of suspicious control – which to them suggested that 
she just did not care – makes sense in light of this. She, on the other hand, 
did not seem to boost her desirability through leaving her partner behind. In 
all cases, couplehood was of great importance to demonstrate and confirm 
desirability, which points to a mutuality. The difference is that Nelia 
appeared desirable if she managed to keep a man, while my male 
interlocutors portrayed couplehood as an eternal struggle to escape their 
female partners’ strenuous control and to conquer many women. Thus, the 
ways to create heterosexual desirability appear clearly gendered. There is 
also an asymmetry between appearing desirable through leaving a partner 
behind and through managing to keep up a relationship.  

A similar asymmetric mutuality could be traced in the logic around the 
tools that were used to negotiate positions in a couple relationship. I showed 
how a man needed to control his partner so that his own masculinity would 
not be challenged through his appearing unvirile and lacking control. A 
woman, on the other hand, needed to be vigilant and suspicious and distract 
her partner’s erotic attention to prevent him from managing to have an affair; 
otherwise her desirability would be put in question. Again, the conditions for 
this mutual control were gendered in that both relate to the male position. 
While he controlled her to defend his masculinity, she controlled him to keep 
up the relationship. 

These negotiations could be read in the light of the local saying Entre 
marido y mujer nadie se debe meter – Between husband and wife nobody 
should interfere. The saying seems to capture the core logic of the notion of 
couplehood as a power struggle. When a couple bossed each other around, 
this was viewed as an internal affair between the two of them. The constant 
tension created by suspiciousness and vigilance was considered an inevitable 
aspect of couplehood. Jealousy was taken as a sign of love and care, and was 
necessary to confirm a position of desirability. This mutual push and pull 
framed the couple as a unity of belonging, inseparable on the one hand, but 
on the other hand also highly vulnerable to attacks that must be predicted 
and forcefully prevented. 

But these internal logics of couplehood form only one clue to 
understanding the negotiations above. Couplehood was also conditioned by a 
wider context of external factors outside the couple. For instance, the 
negotiations within couple relationships took place within a context of 
tightening economic conditions. Anthropologist Linda-Anne Rebhun points 
to the importance of considering social and economic change in analyses of 
how love is practiced, enacted, expressed, and felt (Rebhun 1999, 11f.; see 
also Rebhun 2007). For my material, her point makes sense in a very literal 
way. The space of negotiation for a couple was affected by scarce economic 
conditions, together with the shortage of housing. These conditions of 
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relative scarcity also tightened the practical and economic interdependence 
among extended families. Couplehood thus came to interact closely with 
ideals and notions around family and motherhood. In this context, 
couplehood ceased to be an affair between only two parties and came to 
involve a range of people and circumstances beyond them. These ‘external’ 
factors conditioned the rules of the game, and in different situations, they 
could strengthen, force, or even interrupt the logics of couplehood that were 
discussed above. This point will be the main focus of the second half of this 
chapter. 

Economic conditions 
In my interview with Nelia, she made it quite clear that she would not settle 
for just any man. This was due in part to her strained financial situation. 
Nelia lived in a small apartment with her two children who were in primary 
school. She lived on her state salary in Cuban pesos and the modest alimony 
she received from her children’s father. Nelia’s parents helped her take care 
of the children after school so that she would be able to work. Nelia was 
tired of being single, and in our interview we discussed different mutual 
acquaintances she could possibly date. In connection with this, I asked her: 

What kind of men do you like? 
Nelia: Men that are normal, that are real, and that have defects. Because 

nobody’s perfect, I’m not perfect, no man can be perfect. An intelligent 
person, whom you can talk to. Maybe he doesn’t know something about 
everything or understand everything, but that he’s not so negative, like ‘Ay, 
that’s not possible!’ Whom you can communicate with, an affectionate 
person [cariñosa], who is patient. Generally today, out there [en la calle] you 
meet men and women who live with lies. They say that they are this and that, 
but they’re not. 

Silje: They say that they are what? 
Nelia: That they have a certain level of life, resources, that they are 

managers [jefes]. When you have a cell phone in your hand and can get into a 
car, it doesn’t matter that the cell phone is borrowed and that the car belongs 
to the state, they are all jefes. Even if they are chauffeurs of a company, they 
say that they are jefes, that they shop in expensive stores, that they were in 
Varadero last week, spent money, that they have a certain level of life, but 
they don’t. 

And it happened to me. It happened to me a short time ago. I met a really 
nice person, and I knew very well what he was, but he wanted to trick me 
with this story that he was something else. He insisted, insisted, insisted, that 
he was something else. He was the chauffeur of the company. You can live in 
a fantasy, in an illusion, but you can’t fool me like that. They say that they 
live in superhouses, that they have a superlife… 

Silje: That is interesting.  
Nelia: For nothing [Por gusto]. This is common. He had given me the 

[phone] number of his job, a lot of information… 
Silje: Because he wanted to go out with you?  
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Nelia: Yes, he wanted to go out with me, to have a relationship with me. I 
went onto the Internet, and found his company group, and called the number 
of one of the units. I said that I was the receptionist at a Ministry, and that 
this person had forgotten some papers at my job and I wanted to send them 
back, and ‘where did he work again?’ ‘Well, he’s working at this and that 
place.’ ‘Yes, but what is he doing there?’ ‘No, he’s the chauffeur.’ ‘OK, 
thank you, then I know where to send the papers.” 

Silje: And what had he said, that he was the manager? 
Nelia: That he was the computer manager. 
Silje: And why, to seem more attractive, or… 
Nelia: The thing is, these people are not very intelligent, they think that if 

they make up some stuff, you, fast, will say yes to him, you’ll be with him 
[have sex with him]. And then you’ll forget it. They’re not people who think 
that if they tell the truth, with time you’ll get to know each other, that you’ll 
have a relationship with this person and not with the image he wants to 
present.  

This way they fool a lot of silly girls [bobas] that are around. ‘No, 
because, I bring you home so that you can see my place, but quickly, because 
next week I will travel,’ they say that they’re going to any country. And you 
go there, and think that the apartment was so-so [más o menos], but ‘OK, 
he’s going to travel, I can’t let this one escape!’ How is he going to escape, if 
he’s going to travel? He’s not going to travel! 

In her own view, Nelia did not ask for much. She did not want a perfect man, 
just a ‘normal’ one. He need not pretend because she was not looking for a 
jefe anyway. This man had tried to manipulate Nelia, but she was not that 
easily fooled. She demonstrated that she was smarter than he was by 
checking his story in an intricate operation and effectively revealing the 
truth. She was certainly not like those bobas, silly women, who would 
swallow his lies. 

Nelia’s account should be read in close relation to the current situation of 
tightened economic and material conditions. The remark about the apartment 
being so-so, but ‘he’s going to travel, I can’t let this one escape!’ is key here. 
Travelling abroad is an important symbol of access to resources, or a 
resource in itself, which points to a range of economic and material assets. 
This account about men who take the trouble to create intricate lies only to 
appear to have access to such assets, to make women go out with or sleep 
with them, illustrates the importance of these assets. 

Nelia stressed that she did not need a man with a top job, but she was also 
realistic when it came to choosing a partner. Later in our interview she 
explained: 

No one likes to have a hard time [pasar trabajo]. Everybody likes love, 
tenderness, tranquillity. The small things, normal ones, give you some 
tranquillity. You can go out to some nice place, some day celebrate 
something nice, and then there are people who exaggerate. They think that 
the more lies they tell, the more chances they will have, they think about 
women like that. Egoistic women. 
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I don’t want to take care of [atender] anyone. But neither will I find 
myself an executive [gerente]. A normal person, not one who has nothing, 
nothing, nothing, so that I have to provide for him [sustentarlo] and have 
nothing left for my children. My priority is the children, and then my partner. 
If my partner starts to take possibilities away from me, then it’s not a 
problem of me having an economic interest [siendo interesada], it’s him 
conspiring against my tranquillity. That’s what it’s like. 

Nelia made it clear that even though she managed fine without an executive, 
she could not afford a poor partner. Still, she stressed that she would not 
choose a man based only on economic interest, using very strong terms when 
she talked about ‘women like that. Egoistic women.’ There was thus a 
double-sidedness to Nelia’s reasoning around potential future partners. One 
the one hand, a man without any economic assets would be unthinkable. On 
the other hand, she clearly considered that choosing a partner based 
exclusively on economic interest was a bad thing. 

I interpret this in line with a distinction that was frequently established 
among my interlocutors, between couple relationships based on an ideal of 
‘true love’ and those based on economic interest, in Cuba termed relaciones 
por interés. This term refers to relationships in general, and couple 
relationships in particular, based on a pragmatic evaluation of the possible 
benefits of a relationship, above all economic (see also Fernandez 2010, 
124).97 Among my interlocutors, it was not well regarded just to want a 
‘good catch’ [un buen partido]. But nobody could not take the economic 
resources of potential partners into consideration. Hence, Nelia’s double-
sided reasoning must be understood in the light of the tightening economic 
conditions since the crisis of the 1990s.98 In this context, Nelia could not 
afford to choose her ideal of ‘true love’ over economic considerations. Were 
she to do that, she argued, she would be a bad mother who did not put her 
children first. But for Nelia to find a partner who lived up to her, in her own 
opinion, modest requirements, proved difficult under the current conditions. 
Nelia’s account exemplifies how surrounding economic conditions 
interacted with ideals around couplehood, in a relationship of tension and 
sometimes conflict. Thus, such ‘external’ factors forced a renegotiation of 
the rules of the game, in this case the reasoning around potential partners. 

                                                 
97 Rebhun notes this distinction between ‘true love’ and economic interest in her work on love 
and economy in Northeast Brazil (see Rebhun 2007, 111f.), where emotion and economic 
interest were seen as conflicting, morally opposed forces (Rebhun 1999, 60; referring to 
Medick and Sabean 1984, 10; see also Tanuma 2008).  
98 Here, it must be noted that the pragmatic evaluation of the assets of a potential partner is 
not a new phenomenon that came with the economic crisis in the 1990s. Mona Rosendahl 
quotes one of her interlocutors in Eastern Cuba, who jokingly said that she was looking for a 
man with PCC, which is the abbreviation for the Communist Party of Cuba. The woman 
specified, however, that she was referring to PCC as in Plata, Casa y Carro, that is, she 
wanted a man with money, a house and a car (see Rosendahl 1997a, 69). 
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During my fieldwork, men with scarce resources often complained about 
women’s expectations. One of my interlocutors, Dario, a man of forty, lived 
on a state salary in Cuban pesos, which meant that he had practically no 
access to Cuban convertible pesos with hard currency value. This meant that 
he could not invite women out for drinks or afford to pay for a taxi. Dario 
complained to me that he could not get any women interested in him: ‘When 
they see me and my clothes and see that I’m not wealthy, they won’t go out 
with me!’ I asked why, and he replied, ‘Because then they know that I won’t 
be able to give them expensive gifts, to invite them out to dollar places or to 
eat.’ In the current situation in Cuba, it can be very difficult to accumulate 
such economic assets. Hence, Dario found himself trapped, and might well 
have been one of those who decided to resort to lies to get a woman to go out 
with him. 

Nelia’s and Dario’s accounts suggest that changed economic conditions 
shape the gendered positions of negotiation of couple relationships. In 2005, 
I interviewed Vanesa, who illuminated this point in an interesting way. She 
was around thirty and worked as a chemist. She lived with her husband in 
Vedado, in her parents’ apartment, while they worked abroad. Vanesa was 
well aware of the uncommon privilege that she and her husband had, albeit 
temporarily. Below, I return in more detail to how the housing situation 
affected couplehood. In our interview, Vanesa complained about how 
difficult it was for young people to live independently, as she pictured the 
situation to be in other countries. We came to discuss that it was even less 
common for a young woman to live by herself, without a partner, focusing 
for instance on her career. Vanesa commented: 

Men would be afraid of her.  
Silje: You think? 
Vanesa: Yes, sure. 
Silje: Why, because she’s like a strong woman or… 
Vanesa: The thing is… Men here are used to being the one who pays for 

everything, who provides for his home. I know of several cases that have 
problems with their partner because of this, that they [the men] can’t provide 
for themselves, they have no place of their own. Having a place of your own 
is almost unthinkable. So if a woman suddenly has this, it’s very strange, due 
to suchlike [equis] conditions. 

So the men are afraid of these things. It’s like… women look for those 
things in a man, and suddenly, if she’s not looking for those, then what is she 
looking for? They don’t assume that women may want something else than 
being provided for. So men are more afraid of that kind of women, because 
they are women who… if they don’t receive the part about sentiment, or the 
part about communication that they need, then they leave you and it’s over. 
That makes them afraid. 

Due to her parents’ temporary migration, Vanesa had access to an apartment 
of her own and also received remittances. This put her well beyond self-
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sufficiency, and she insisted that this situation would inevitably affect the 
positions within a couple. As I read her account, Vanesa seemed to suggest 
that the current conditions, among them the housing situation and the 
economic difficulties, destabilize gendered positions in couple relationships. 
Not being able to provide or be the ones to pay made men afraid, she argued, 
as women might thus break up ‘too easily’ if they did not receive whatever 
sentimental part they were looking for. A materially and/or economically 
independent woman could be considered an ‘unstable’ partner,99 and, as 
Vanesa ironically asked, ‘then what is she looking for?’ Dario, above, 
seemed to know exactly what women were looking for and was quite 
frustrated that he had hardly any options for achieving this. He was left 
stranded with a feeling that he had nothing to offer, and bitter with women 
whom he pictured as shallow and materialistic. 

In my reading, Dario and Vanesa illustrate how the well-known logics of 
couplehood were interrupted within the current conditions. In the first part of 
this chapter, I argued that couplehood offered an arena for a mutual 
confirmation of heterosexual desirability. This mutuality was characterized 
by a gendered asymmetry in which women appeared desirable through 
managing to keep a man, while men constructed desirability through being 
sought after and portraying couplehood as something they needed to escape. 
But as Dario could not offer what he pictured that women required from 
him, he could not get anywhere near this position of desirability. Vanesa 
suggested that this situation made men uncomfortable, as if they were 
robbed of their tools of negotiation. The current conditions seemed to disturb 
the rules of the game, establishing new and awkward dependencies within 
the couple. This destabilized the logics of couplehood, as the classic 
strategies to negotiate desirability were offset. Not only might men be the 
ones who have to fight to keep up the relationship, but women might 
suddenly require unfamiliar or unexpected satisfaction and become more 
‘unstable’ partners. This way, very concrete ‘external’ factors such as the 
strained economic situation complicated the conditions for and altered 
familiar positions within couple relationships. 

In her work from Eastern Cuba, anthropologist Ana Alcázar Campos 
discusses how couple relationships are affected by the strained economic 
conditions. She suggests that the requirements of a potential partner have 
changed in gendered ways, and argues that  

some women (mainly young and professional ones) decide that it turns out to 
be more profitable ‘to be the other woman’ [the mistress, my comment] since 
their Cuban partners do not contribute the economic support that they need, 
that is, they do not fulfil their role as breadwinners, and, being the mistress, 
they do not need to fulfil the roles of looking after the house and the husband. 
Nevertheless, this situation is perceived as temporary, until an adequate 

                                                 
99 Thanks to Maria Padrón Hernandez for this formulation. 
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partner appears (occasionally, only a foreigner fulfils the requirements). 
(Alcázar Campos 2009, my translation) 

Hence, the current conditions destabilize familiar expectations in couple 
relationships. Alcázar Campos’s last point, that only foreigners might live up 
to women’s requirements under the current conditions, was picked up among 
several of my interlocutors, although hardly any of them were in 
transnational relationships. As one friend of mine put it, ‘Ya no hay buenos 
partidos en Cuba!’ [There are no longer any good catches left in Cuba]. 
Sociologist Sudan Eckstein argues that since the economic crisis in the 
1990s, more Cubans were marrying foreigners for money, and that ‘[t]alk of 
instrumental marriages, moreover, became more acceptable, even though it 
defied a longstanding valuation of marriage for love’ (Eckstein 2004a, 329). 
This point is also picked up by two Cuban researchers, historian Ana Vera 
Estrada and sociologist Teresa Díaz Canals. They speak of a grey zone in 
which the need for hard currency entails 

relaxation of certain values, and explains certain cases of uncritical 
acceptance of actions like divorcing a spouse to marry a foreigner, hoping to 
achieve in time the legal migration of the Cuban spouse and children, or at 
least sending financial help to improve the family’s life in Cuba. This 
pragmatism at times turns people into mere instruments. Love becomes 
business or a tool to leave the country through marriages of convenience 
responding to the question, ‘What do you offer and what do I give in return?’ 
This pragmatism turns the ‘Other’ into an object, and gives rise to 
relationships where economic and emotional alternatives are at stake that 
could help foreigners interested in staying in Cuba […] One should not 
assume all these marriages have illegitimate causes, but they are sometimes 
looked upon with certain mistrust and/or complicity. (Vera Estrada and Díaz 
Canals 2008, 483f.; they also make a reference to Díaz Canals 2004) 

Vera Estrada and Díaz Canals take marriages between Cubans and 
foreigners as the ultimate example of market logic in couple relationships, 
and these appear suspicious per se, as they are assumed to be based on 
economic interest. This normative argument resonates strongly with my 
interlocutors’ distinction between ‘true love’ and relaciones por interés. One 
the one hand, pragmatism and instrumentalism were considered 
‘illegitimate’ values to accompany couple relationships. But at the same 
time, within the current economic conditions, nobody could afford not to 
take a potential partner’s economic resources into consideration. My 
interlocutors thus renegotiated their ideals around couplehood in close 
relation to these tightening economic circumstances. 
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Housing and interdependence 
Above, I mentioned the housing situation as another factor that formed the 
conditions for couple relationships among my interlocutors. While the 
shortage of housing is nothing new in Havana, it has become more severe 
since the economic crisis of the 1990s. There are hardly any resources 
available to enlarge buildings or repair those that are literally falling apart. 

Still, the section of Vedado where most of my interlocutors lived is relatively 
privileged in this context, with larger apartments and better housing 
conditions than the poorer sections of the city (Fuente 2001, 313; Sawyer 
2006, 120f.). Historian Carrie Hamilton points out that ‘[a]lthough more 
privileged Cubans are not immune from housing problems, they often have 
more options for dealing with them’ (Hamilton 2009, 617).100 Some of my 
interlocutors lived in nuclear arrangements, but most lived with their 
extended families. Often, however, couples who lived together had their own 
room, which is not always the rule in less privileged parts of Havana.101 

My interlocutors frequently expressed a theory that the housing situation 
was the main reason behind the high divorce rates in Cuba. In our interview, 
Nelia explained: 

Housing is something that is really difficult. Normally, when you unite with a 
person, either you go to live at his place, or he comes to live at your place 
[with the extended family of one of them, my comment]. It’s really difficult 
for people from different generations to understand each other. Maybe you 
and your partner understand each other, but he was not born in the bosom of 
that family [el seno familiar ese]. He was not raised with those habits and 
customs, and therefore there will be contradictions. There are some things 
that are tolerable, but that also depends on each person. All these things, 
together with the economic problem that exists, and the social problems, 
result in a destabilization of the relationship at some point. So then it will 
lead to divorce. Here, if you live with your family, and he lives with your 
family, to be able have a relationship you have to be a magician. You have to 
be a magician. Or you must have her parents’ authorization, or his. 

                                                 
100 In Cuba, an apartment is not a property that can be bought and sold. Legally, it can only be 
swapped or subdivided (see e.g. Hamilton 2009, 610). The right to reside in an apartment can 
be ‘inherited’ or passed on to family members if the legal resident(s) migrate(s). This right 
can also be obtained through marriage or civil unions, something that explains the cases of 
marriage post mortem (see Safa 2009, 47) and retroactive marriages (see Htun 2007, 130). 
Also, a person has the right to live in an apartment after formally residing there – being 
registered there – for five years. If the constellation living together does not work out and a 
swap of apartments [permuta] is being considered, every resident with a right to the apartment 
must obtain an apartment or part of one as a result of the swap. A condition that gravely 
complicates the matter is the limited possibilities of swapping one apartment for two, albeit 
smaller ones. There is an illegal market for such swaps; normally, large sums of money are 
exchanged to obtain such a swap (minimum 3,000 convertible pesos with U.S. dollar value). 
101 See also Fernandez (2010), Hamilton (2009, 608), Lam (2006). 
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The housing situation conditioned couplehood in very concrete ways. In the 
words of Vera Estrada and Díaz Canals: ‘As housing does not grow 
sufficiently, homes are subdivided to receive new families giving rise to 
uncomfortable conditions that make life for couples difficult and cause 
conflict among family members’ (Vera Estrada and Díaz Canals 2008, 482; 
see also Hamilton 2009, 615f.). As Nelia mentioned, for a couple to be able 
to live together, in most cases the extended family of one of the parties had 
to provide room for yet another person in already crowded living conditions. 
Accordingly, this required the ‘authorization’, in Nelia’s words, of the 
extended family. 

This shortage of housing made access to an apartment an extremely 
valuable asset, something that was reflected in Vanesa’s argument above. 
For that reason, it might be worth making a short digression on the gendered 
distribution of housing. One way to obtain an apartment has been the 
microbrigadas, launched in 1970, through which ‘workers would be relieved 
of their normal duties to build houses for themselves and their colleagues’ 
(Hamilton 2009, 609). Both historian Carrie Hamilton and anthropologist 
Isabel Holgado Fernández point out that women have made up a minority of 
those involved in microbrigadas.102 Holgado Fernández also adds that 
women who were homemakers never had access to these microbrigadas 
(Holgado Fernández 2000, 163).  

However, there are other mechanisms that tend to subvert this gendered 
imbalance of access to housing. My attention was drawn to this by a story 
told to me by a Cuban friend, who said that ‘the story almost scared me to 
death!’ The story was about a man who inherited an apartment, moved in 
there with his wife, and had a child with her. They separated and she 
obtained the right to the apartment, as she was a single mother who needed 
some place to live with her child. Subsequently, the man worked in a 
microbrigada and got an apartment in the building that he had worked to 
construct. He moved in with another woman, and they had a child. They 
separated and she kept this new apartment for the same reason as his first 
wife. The man then started a relationship with another woman, and built an 
extension of her parents’ apartment for them to live together. When they 
decided to separate, she kept the apartment as a matter of course. My friend 
who told me this story said that he was scared that he, ‘as a man’, would 
never be able to have an apartment where he could live permanently. The 
anecdote was presented with an air of male solidarity and pity for the man’s 
bad luck with both women and housing. 

                                                 
102 The statistical figures Hamilton and Holgado Fernández present differ greatly. Holgado 
Fernández suggests that in 1989, 6 per cent of the 33 000 workers in microbrigades were 
women (Holgado Fernández 2000, 163), while Hamilton writes that women comprised 22 per 
cent of microbrigade workers in 1988 (Hamilton 2009, 611; referring to Mathéy 1989, 73). 
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I talked to one of my interlocutors who was a lawyer about the practice of 
granting a woman the right to the apartment after a divorce if the couple had 
children. She confirmed in a proud voice that yes, ‘the Cuban legal system is 
very protective of women’. I also witnessed how the extended families of 
some of my male interlocutors were extraordinarily wary of their girlfriends 
moving in, explaining to me that were the couple to have a child and then 
separate, the mother of the child would have the right to part of their 
apartment and they might have to sub-divide or swap it. I have no statistics 
to support this point but would suggest that there are mechanisms that 
subvert an initial gendered imbalance in titles to apartment. 

The housing situation together with the strained economic conditions also 
tightened the interdependence within extended families (see Fernandez 2010, 
145; Safa 2009, 42). In this situation, not only could the family approve of, 
or veto, any new partner moving in, but the couple often depended on the 
approval of the family beyond this. If the extended family disapproved of a 
new partner, there were numerous ways to obstruct the relationship or force 
a separation. Roberto, who was one of my interlocutors, was in his early 
thirties and lived with his parents and sister. He supplied me with detailed 
examples from his own experience of practicalities that would inevitably 
lead to a breakup: his family members could say that he was out when his 
girlfriend called, or decide not to pass along messages from her. They might 
also decide that she could not spend the night. In the end, Roberto said, it 
would just be too difficult to keep up the relationship without his family’s 
consent. 

The tight practical and economic interdependence gave the family not 
only the practical possibility to ‘meddle’ but also a legitimate right to do so. 
For instance, any new partner’s financial situation would affect economy of 
the whole household. This meant that a couple relationship ceased to be only 
a matter of two parties, but could become a family affair. Sandra, a woman 
in her early thirties, was one of my interlocutors who experienced this. Her 
mother, Miriam, reproached Sandra for having a relationship with Alfredo, 
who had a low income in Cuban pesos. Miriam even tried to pressure her 
daughter to go back to her ex-partner, who had a considerably better 
financial situation. She did not think much of Sandra’s argument that she and 
Alfredo were ‘in love’. Miriam argued that it was highly egoistic of Sandra 
to be with Alfredo for this reason, as he would hardly be able to contribute 
anything to the household economy of Sandra’s extended family. Sandra and 
Alfredo had a hard time managing to keep up their relationship during the 
first years. At the time, Alfredo was not even welcome to enter Sandra’s 
family apartment to pick her up for a date. Where he lived with his extended 
family, conditions did not exist for her to stay over. After a couple of years, 
Sandra managed to get an apartment of her own through innovative 
bureaucratic negotiations and very good contacts. She moved in there with 
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Alfredo. He also started to make more money and contributed to the 
domestic economy of Sandra’s extended family while he and Sandra were 
living in a nuclear arrangement. Slowly, her mother started to accept their 
relationship, and Alfredo was welcome to visit. In this case, while Sandra 
lived with her extended family, they had both the possibility and the right to 
obstruct her couple relationship. Had she not been able to move out, through 
some truly miraculous pulling of strings, it would have been difficult to keep 
up her relationship to Alfredo. Her argument about ‘love’ weighed lightly in 
this situation. Her mother, Miriam, juxtaposed this with Sandra’s 
responsibility to contribute to the family economy or at least not add to the 
burden. Thus, we see how a number of ‘external’ factors, such as economic 
conditions, the housing situation, and family interdependence, all affected 
the possibility of having and maintaining a couple relationship. 

A new partner’s financial situation was just one among other arguments 
used by extended family members to frame disapproval. Here, I would like 
to mention the research of anthropologist Nadine Fernandez on so-called 
‘interracial’ couple relationships in Havana (Fernandez 1996a, 1996b, 2010). 
In a way that is similar to my argument, Fernandez exemplifies how couple 
relationships were obstructed in conditions of family interdependence. In her 
material, she also shows how white families made use of the racialized 
terminology of ‘low culture’ to express resistance against their children’s 
non-white partners (see e.g. Fernandez 2010, 146ff.). In one particularly 
explicit case, Fernandez shows how a white young man’s extended family 
members saw his non-white girlfriend as a bearer of ‘low culture’. They 
argued that the girlfriend had a ‘bad influence’ on him with her ‘inferior 
habits’, which they explicitly connected to black people. In their view, this 
relationship contributed to ‘darkening’ him (ibid., 148) and brought ‘low 
culture’ to the home of their ‘respectable’ family. 

Hence, resistance from extended family members could be based on a 
new partner’s financial situation but also on his or her questionable ‘cultural 
level’, which was argued to threaten the reputation of the whole family. In 
all the examples above, the extended family, particularly the mother, became 
a third party that was literally involved in couple relationships. In a situation 
of tightened interdependence, if family members disapproved of a 
relationship they also had practical possibilities to obstruct it or even force a 
separation. In line with my argument above, couplehood had to be negotiated 
in relation to a range of rules and demands external to the couple. This not 
only affected the choice of partner but also forced far-reaching 
renegotiations of the ideals around couplehood. 

Couplehood meets motherhood 
In Sandra’s case above, her mother, Miriam, played an active role in trying 
to pressure Sandra to break things off with Alfredo and go back to her well-
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to-do ex. Miriam presented the situation as a conflict between Sandra’s 
responsibility towards her extended family and her ‘love’ for Alfredo. 
Mothers could use other arguments as well to interfere in their children’s 
couple relationships. Nadine Fernandez presents an example of a mother 
who became physically ill from ‘sick nerves’ as a consequence of her white 
daughter’s relationship with a black man (see Fernandez 2010, 167). The 
mother argued, ‘If you had a daughter that you raised, that you gave her 
everything, and you wanted her to have all the best, everything you didn’t 
have, and now you see her being criticized by everyone, that people look at 
her in the street…’ (ibid.). In my reading, the mother not only played on 
sympathy for her illness to make her daughter break up with her boyfriend, 
but she also used her position as mother – profoundly legitimized by her 
sacrifice for her daughter – as an interest conflicting with her daughter’s 
couple relationship. The logic that a mother’s sacrifice gave her a particular 
right and even duty to interfere in her children’s couple relationships was 
also reflected among my interlocutors. One of my neighbours, a middle-aged 
woman named Estelvina, described with pride how she had ‘sacrificed 
everything’ for her daughter. She explained how she had raised her: 

I had to be all over her [estar arriba de ella], and I got rid of a bunch of her 
friends [le quité veinte amistades]! You have to know what kind of people 
your children hang out with, because if they don’t do anything, if they don’t 
study or work, then they might just hook up with anyone and get involved in 
criminality. I was all over my daughter, and she turned out well [salió bien], 
now she is a worker. 

In Estelvina’s account, she had to get rid of dubious friends and suitors for 
her daughter’s own good. This was presented in positive terms of care, 
worry, and help; there was no way she would watch others come in and ruin 
her daughter’s future.  

A mother’s sacrifice was never an altruistic or unilateral matter. It was 
taken as a matter of course that a mother’s pregnancy, her giving birth to and 
raising her children, would place them in an eternal position of debt to her. I 
would suggest that this direct connection between sacrifice and debt has 
been strengthened within the current context of interdependence (Lundgren 
2010c). Among my interlocutors, this connection was so close that showing 
respect and veneration for one’s mother became a way to demonstrate moral 
personhood. This was expressed in an interesting way by one of my 
interlocutors, a woman in her late twenties called Mariela. Mariela had a 
particularly strained relationship to her mother-in-law, who would make fun 
of her, call her names in front of others, and openly express her disapproval 
with Mariela’s relationship with her son Luis. One day, Mariela described a 
recent such incident, and I asked her whether she really thought that she had 
to put up with this ill treatment. Mariela explained to me matter-of-factly 
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that those are things one has to put up with in a relationship – the only 
alternative would be to break up with Luis. Mariela said:  

Their relationship will never change. She thinks she knows her son best, and 
is the best one to defend him. That she can’t accept a woman who she doesn’t 
think is good enough for her son. I just have to take it. You have to 
understand, Silje, that you can never ever have a good relationship with your 
mother-in-law. 

I asked Mariela how Luis felt about all the conflicts between his mother and 
his wife. Mariela said that he was bothered and found it tiresome. Then she 
added that he sometimes wondered whether he was a good son to his mother. 
Mariela continued: 

But then I tell him, ‘If you weren’t a good son, you would notice right away, 
because then I wouldn’t be with you!’ Because I love and respect my parents 
very much. And I wouldn’t be with a person who didn’t.  

Even though Mariela was not particularly fond of her mother-in-law, she 
respected Luis for caring for his mother. Here, I trace a close interconnection 
between Luis being a ‘good son’, a good and moral person, and his also 
being a good husband to Mariela. In a sense, Luis’s relationship to his 
mother played an important role in his couple relationship to Mariela. On the 
one hand, there was a marked and explicit conflict between Mariela and 
Luis’s mother. On the other hand, Mariela could be said to consolidate the 
legitimacy of her mother-in-law’s position, as the respect and veneration of 
Luis for his mother were ingredients that made him a good partner for 
Mariela. 

In my material, I saw how conflicting relationships between mothers and 
their children’s partners also opened into alliances. During my fieldwork I 
witnessed the dramatic separation of two acquaintances of mine, Monica and 
William, who were then in their late twenties. They had been a couple for 
many years, when William one day broke up with Monica and started seeing 
another woman. Monica was not a type to silently despair and just accept the 
situation. Instead, she gradually reinforced her bond with William’s mother, 
Beatriz. After the breakup, Monica visited William’s apartment just as 
before, now to help Beatriz clean and do the laundry. She accompanied 
Beatriz to the doctor and to the hospital. To William, Beatriz talked about 
how she missed her dear lost daughter-in-law Monica, and how happy she 
would be if William returned to his senses and went back to her. Monica 
spent a lot of time at William’s place – she ate there, hung out, and watched 
TV – all with Beatriz’s explicit approval. In comparison, whenever his new 
girlfriend called, Beatriz resolutely hung up on her. She did not pass along 
messages, neither was the new girlfriend welcome to visit.  
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In this case, earlier tensions and conflicts between Monica and Beatriz 
were now re-worked into an alliance. Monica strengthened her bond with 
her ex-mother-in-law, who then used a range of practical obstacles and also 
her poor health and sad mood to try to pressure William to go back to 
Monica. Monica could play off Beatriz’s strengths in this situation, such as 
her hold over practical matters, deciding who could visit and what messages 
to pass along. Her sacrifice as a mother and his eternal debt to her could also 
be used to reclaim William’s care and consideration. In my interpretation, 
Monica and Beatriz mutually consolidated each other’s positions in their 
alliance against the new girlfriend. Beatriz became a third party as she tried 
to rescue William’s earlier couple relationship and obstruct and force a 
breakup with his new girlfriend. Neither of the relationships was an internal 
affair between two partners, but involved additional players. 

In the end, the joint strategy of Monica and Beatriz was not successful. 
William’s new girlfriend had her own room in her mother’s apartment, and 
her mother was willing to let William move in with them. As I understood 
the situation, for William the options were limited to two, in which the 
girlfriends and mothers were tightly connected. While he could have chosen 
to stay at his family’s place, following his mother’s wish in that respect, it 
would have been very hard to maintain his new relationship. As it was, he 
chose his new girlfriend, which also included living with her mother. This 
involved his having to start contributing economically to his new home. 
Hence, his choice of partner ultimately implied choosing between one 
extended family and the other. The range of options was determined and 
limited by the housing situation, as there was no way William and his new 
girlfriend could get hold of or afford their own place. Family 
interdependence was another factor that conditioned the development of the 
situation. 

In my material, I traced how motherhood could have profound implications 
for couplehood also in another sense, namely in the changing role of 
couplehood when a woman became a mother. I followed one such process 
closely during the different periods of my fieldwork. Gabriela and Ramiro 
were two of my interlocutors in their early thirties, and lived with Gabriela’s 
extended family in Vedado. They dedicated themselves to informal trade but 
depended on Gabriela’s parents to make ends meet. In her parents’ opinion, 
Ramiro was a no-good idler that their daughter would be better off staying 
from, but Gabriela stood up to them and managed to keep up the 
relationship. 

Then Gabriela got pregnant. Through a swap of the larger family 
apartment that had been planned for some time, Gabriela and Ramiro got 
their own place. They were thrilled at the prospect of setting up a nuclear 
family. But almost immediately after Gabriela gave birth, their nuclear 
project began to crack. They came to depend even more on Gabriela’s 
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parents and extended family. Gabriela needed help from her mother and 
grandmother to do the laundry and clean the apartment. She also needed 
them to babysit so she would have time to cook, and to stand in line for her. 
More importantly, she needed her parents’ contributions of money and food, 
as Ramiro continued to earn very little. In this situation, Gabriela’s bond to 
her own mother was strengthened, as she came to depend heavily on her 
practical help and support. 

In today’s Cuba, the potential help of female family members is crucial 
for the decision or possibility to have a child (Holgado Fernández 2000, 
352). Helen Safa has studied this pattern of ‘matrifocality’103 in Cuba, which 
she suggests has been strengthened since the economic crisis of the 1990s 
due to the tightened interdependence among extended families (Safa 2005a, 
325): 

In place of marriage or the conjugal bond, the stronger ties in matrifocal 
families are with consanguineal kin, especially between a woman, her 
children, and her female kin. A woman’s consanguineal ties provide her with 
financial and emotional support, which constitutes a cushion in case of the 
breakdown of a marital relationship, although she often works to support her 
children as well. (Safa 2009, 50) 

While she grew more dependent on her mother and grandmother, Gabriela 
slowly started to sign on to her parents’ opinion that Ramiro was a no-good 
excuse for a family father. Earlier, their relationship had closely followed the 
game of mutual control that I discussed in the first half of this chapter. 
Gabriela would always check on Ramiro wherever he went, and he 
complained about her persistence. Now, she could hardly care less about his 

                                                 
103 The concept ‘matrifocality’ was developed in the early 1950s (Smith 1988, 179; see also 
Clarke 1957; Gonzalez 1970; Herskovits and Herskovits 1947; Martinez-Alier 1989, 124ff.; 
M.G. Smith 1962; 1965; R.T. Smith 1956; 1996; Stack 1974).  
‘Matrifocality’ has been used as a specifically gendered household composition or a form of 
family organization (Eriksen 1995, 91), that is, to denominate prevalence of female-headed 
households in a society (see Blackwood 2005, 5; Martinez-Alier 1989, 124ff.; Moore 1988, 
63; Stack 1974). It has also been used as a more general term for female-centredness (Moore 
1988, 63) or simply taken to mean ‘mother-centred with reference to family’ (Barnard and 
Spencer 1996, 91). R. T. Smith suggests that ‘matrifocality’ conveys that ‘it is women in their 
role as mothers who come to be the focus of relationships, rather than head of the household 
as such’ (Smith 1996, 43; cited in Blackwood 2005, 7), and that it should be understood as a 
‘social process in which there was a salience of women – in their role of mothers – within the 
domestic domain’ (see Smith 1988, 8; 1956). 
Much of the literature of the debate on matrifocality has focused on its ‘causes’. However, as 
R. T. Smith points out, the whole undertaking of such ‘explanations’ implies an approach to 
matrifocality as an anomaly, as a consequence of functional problems in an ideal nuclear 
family (Smith 1988; see also Kempadoo 2004, 15ff.). Several scholars stress that matrifocality 
must not be viewed with a negative assessment as a ‘dysfunction’ (due to poverty, lack of 
men, economical insecurity, vulnerability). Instead, they argue that matrifocal practices have 
been chosen among other possible alternatives (see Gonzalez 1970; Martinez-Alier 1989, 
127f.; M.G. Smith 1988, 183; R.T. Smith 1962). 
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whereabouts, as long as he brought home money. Gabriela no longer tried to 
control where he went and with whom. Instead, she explicitly told him that 
he was no longer of any use unless he stepped up his game and put some 
bread on the table. 

I interpret this change as closely connected to Gabriela’s becoming a 
mother. Through this she gained a whole new and more legitimate position, 
which came to downplay the importance of her couple relationship. I suggest 
that, as a mother, Gabriela became ‘more than’ heterosexual (see also Sarduy 
Sánchez and Alfonso Rodríguez 2000, 80f.). As their couple relationship lost 
some of its importance for Gabriela, this also had a range of implications for 
Ramiro. Gabriela no longer required his presence, and she had given up on 
him as a provider. There was no longer a yearning control on her part that 
confirmed his position as sought after and desired. Thus, the mutual 
confirmation of desirability was lost, and the logics of couplehood were 
interrupted.  

Finally, they decided to separate. Gabriela did not seem unhappy with the 
situation, as she had a whole new position to operate from as a mother. 
Ramiro, on the other hand, was left quite frustrated. Not only did he have to 
move out of the apartment, which belonged to Gabriela after the family 
swap, but he also seemed to feel defeated and humiliated that his presence 
was no longer required. When I thought of Ramiro’s options, I imagined 
two: he might enter a new couple relationship and thus re-establish a 
position of heterosexual desirability; or he could return to his own mother, 
for whom he would always be prioritized and the centre of attention. But it 
turned out that Ramiro opted for a third alternative, as he simply intensified 
his jealous control of Gabriela, who was now his ex-partner. This reached its 
height when Gabriela started seeing a new man, Adrian. On one occasion, 
Ramiro showed up with a machete to challenge Adrian in a fight. To 
Ramiro’s delight, Adrian backed off and left Gabriela. Ramiro had thus 
demonstrated who wore the pants, who was master in the house, and who 
was entitled to decide over Gabriela. He seemed to regain his self-respect 
and re-establish his manliness through a continued and intensified control of 
his ex-partner. Although several people told him that his behaviour was 
exaggerated and unpleasant, he even seemed to have won Gabriela over. She 
agreed that Adrian was less of a man, as he had not been willing to fight for 
her. So it was only for the better that Adrian had left her, since he was 
evidently a loser anyway. 

To sum up, I suggest that when Gabriela became a mother, this had a 
range of implications for the role of her couple relationship. First, she and 
Ramiro came to depend more heavily on Gabriela’s extended family, which 
tightened the interdependence even though they had set out to establish a 
nuclear family. Gabriela also rebounded with her own mother and 
grandmother as she needed their help, strengthening a common ‘matrifocal’ 
pattern. This was greatly due to Ramiro’s inadequate economic contribution. 
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Within the current economic conditions, he had a hard time playing the role 
of provider; this was also the direct cause of their separation. Finally, 
Gabriela’s new legitimate position as a mother outweighed the confirmation 
of heterosexual desirability offered by her couple relationship. This also had 
consequences for Ramiro’s desirability, and he had to take on new strategies 
to re-establish his manliness. This final example illustrates my point about 
how the ‘internal’ logics of couplehood were interrupted and forced by a 
range of ‘external’ factors. The conditions for couplehood were formed in 
close interaction with surrounding circumstances and underlying notions of 
family and motherhood. 

¿Entre marido y mujer nadie se debe meter? 
To wind up the argument of this chapter, I would like to return to the saying 
Entre marido y mujer nadie se debe meter – Between husband and wife 
nobody should interfere. Above, I interpreted this saying along the logics of 
couplehood as a power struggle, which framed the couple as an inseparable 
unity and their dealings as an internal affair. But a wider contextualization 
opens to a quite different reading of the saying. The space of negotiation for 
any couple was limited by tightening economic conditions that altered the 
gendered positions that were available. This complicated the internal logics 
of couplehood as a mutual confirmation of desirability. As familiar 
expectations were destabilized, ideals around ‘love’ were renegotiated. 
Moreover, a tightened family interdependence gave additional players the 
right to evaluate a family member’s choice of partner, and practical 
possibilities to meddle if they disapproved. All these external expectations 
and demands altered the rules of the game for couple relationships. In this 
context, couplehood ceased to be an affair between two parties and came to 
involve a range of external people and circumstances. It seems that in any 
couple relationship, many other parties had a say. Consequently, there was a 
lot of highly legitimate ‘interference’ between husbands and wives going on. 
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4. Reggaetón and sexual othering  

The preceding chapter on heterosexual couplehood discussed the internal 
and external logics governing heterosexual couple relationships. Through the 
negotiations of heterosexual desirability, I traced a relationship of eroticized 
complementarity between men and women. That discussion relates closely 
to the first research question of the dissertation, on the interconnections 
between gendered ideals and conceptions of sexuality. 

This chapter turns to the second question of the dissertation, on how 
difference and hierarchies are articulated in the negotiation of ideals around 
gender and sexuality. It focuses on the creation of hierarchies within 
heterosexuality, specifically between different expressions of female 
eroticism. I discuss how the ‘appropriate’ limits of female eroticism were 
negotiated in everyday encounters between women, and how these limits 
were consolidated through portraying certain gendered values as ‘in/correct’. 
The chapter’s point of departure is the music and dance style reggaetón, 
which is used as an angle to explore how encouraged forms of eroticism 
were contrasted with a counter-image of ‘oversexualization’.  

Reggaetón 
My interlocutors often complained about what they called the 
‘oversexualization’ of Cuban society and popular culture. The growing 
popularity of the musical style reggaetón (see Wooldridge 2007, 13) was 
presented as the prime illustration of this ‘oversexualization’. Reggaetón104 
was ever present during my fieldwork, and its characteristic beat sounded 
everywhere; on radio and TV, at parties, neighbours’ houses, in taxis, kiosks, 
and street vendors’ booths. 

Reggaetón music typically has sexually explicit lyrics, and in Cuba the 
covers of reggaetón CDs are often illustrated with photos from pornographic 
magazines.105 One day during my fieldwork, I went to buy some reggaetón 

                                                 
104 Wayne Marshall describes reggaetón music as featuring voices singing/rapping against a 
computer made background recording based around recycled rhythms and riffs (Marshall 
2006; referenced in Fairley 2006, 474). Reggaetón hits in Cuba include both locally produced 
and other Caribbean or Mexican productions. In Spanish, reggaetón is sometimes spelled 
reguetón. See also Díaz Calderín (2008) and Colón Pichardo (2008). 
105 Pornography is prohibited in Cuba, see the Cuban Penal Code, Book II, Title XI, 5th 
Section, Article 303c (Código Penal 1987, article modified in 1997). 
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CDs in a street for informal trade in Central Havana. Oscar, a friend of mine 
who lived nearby, had somewhat reluctantly agreed to accompany me on this 
venture. As I pondered which records to buy, Oscar commented on the 
covers of the CDs, ‘This is a perfect illustration of reggaetón music; it’s all 
about sex and fucking.’ He added, ‘Imagine children who grow up with 
these pictures in their heads, and listening to these lyrics!’ 

The fact that I had several such CDs lying around my apartment in 
Havana attracted some attention among my visitors. Several exclaimed in 
shocked voices, ‘But this is pornography!’ Many visitors assumed that I was 
a great fan of reggaetón, which provoked some scepticism regarding my 
intellectual level. On several occasions, further scrutiny of the record covers 
was followed up by establishing, ‘And these women aren’t even Cuban.’ 
Most of the cover photos featured blond women in classic pornographic 
poses. This point, that these women ‘were not Cuban’, was repeated over 
and over again and explained through a circular argument: as pornography 
was supposedly not produced in Cuba, thus by definition any pornographic 
photos could not be of Cuban women. Several of my interlocutors found 
these photos shocking and offensive, which was possibly augmented by the 
relative uncommonness of pornography in Cuba. Some dwelt even further on 
the matter, wondering why a musical style that was so popular in Cuba and 
even Cuban-produced CDs would be illustrated by foreign pornography? 

I found this insistence highly interesting. I read the suggestion that the 
covers portrayed non-Cuban women as one step in a process of ‘othering’ 
through which reggaetón was made to illustrate a negative 
‘oversexualization’ against which a positive erotization of ‘Cubanness’ 
could be delimited. The latter point will be the analytical the focus of this 
chapter. 

Oscar’s argument that reggaetón corrupts children was very common among 
my interlocutors. One young mother told me how she dreaded taking a taxi 
with her daughter, because last time they had ended up listening to a 
reggaetón song about anal sex during the whole ride. Another woman in her 
early thirties commented to me, ‘Children of today are much less innocent 
than when we were children. Now there is sex on TV all the time. And the 
reggaetón – the lyrics are over-explicit. They are all about the ass [el culito] 
and the pubis.’ She complained about her niece’s father who gave his 
daughter reggaetón CDs for her birthday, ‘So I tell him, “Listen to the lyrics! 
You have to raise your daughter; think about what you give her!”’ Other 
interlocutors argued that piropos (comments in street interaction that I 
discuss in chapter 6) were becoming more rude and offensive as people 
listened to and ‘incorporated’ the values of reggaetón.106 

                                                 
106 The sexually explicit lyrics were not the only element of reggaetón that my interlocutors 
found problematic. The lyrics of several popular songs during my fieldwork were about 
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In autumn 2006 I accompanied my friend Celia, a woman of around 
thirty, to a party hosted by her in-laws. The party was held in Vedado but the 
majority of the guests resided in other less privileged parts of Havana. As we 
ate and chatted, a girl of around eight or nine years caught the attention of 
the crowd. She danced reggaetón style, shaking her chest and hips.107 The 
crowd clapped and laughed, commenting on the girl’s skilful dancing. I was 
fascinated by the skills and moves of the girl, who, to my untrained eye, 
would qualify for any professional music video. Celia, who was a highly 
educated woman, turned to me and commented on the girl’s dancing. She 
said she was worried that the girl did not realize the sexualized nature of her 
moves. Celia told me about her niece who was of approximately the same 
age as the girl dancing reggaetón. Her niece knew very well how to dance 
reggaetón, Celia explained; she had learnt this skill at school and shown her 
aunt all the moves at home. ‘But’, Celia said approvingly, ‘she doesn’t like 
it!’ Celia seemed proud to tell me this. Her niece, who was the apple of her 
aunt’s eye, by no means fell behind her peers in dance skills. Still, her aunt 
suggested, she had the good taste to pass over this vulgar and inappropriate 
sexualized dance. 

Among my interlocutors, reggaetón was generally referred to with contempt. 
In 2006 I did an interview with Fernando, a man in his late twenties who was 
active in the Communist Youth League (UJC, Unión de Jóvenes 
Comunistas). 

Silje: What do you think of reggaetón music? 
Fernando: I don’t know, I don’t like it. 
Silje: But what do you think, about… the music, the lyrics. 
Fernando: I don’t know why it has come into fashion. It’s probably 

because it’s so simple, so simple, it doesn’t require any comprehension or 
having a wide culture to accept it, far from it. 

It has become very popular, it has become popular above all among 
adolescents, and I really see that as a danger. Even that values will be lost. 
Because the reggaetón songs don’t transmit any value. On the contrary, all 
they do is to encourage machista [approx. male chauvinist] feelings, 
degradation of women, exaltation of man’s virile values, things like that. And 
that I’m better than you, there’s a certain competition among everyone, some 
even say, like, so-and-so [Fulano] is better. So these values don’t seem 

                                                                                                                   
relationships with foreigners, such as the choruses: ‘A mí me gustan los yumas’ [approx. I like 
foreigners] and ‘Mejor me quedo con mi yuma’ [approx. I’d rather stick to my foreigner] (see 
also Fairley 2006). The term ‘yuma’ is both a slang denomination for the U.S. [el yuma] and 
also a (sometimes slightly derogatory) reference to a person from the U.S. or more generally 
any foreign country [un yuma/yumas] (see e.g. Tanuma 2008). These lyrics were considered 
‘vulgar’ among my interlocutors as they openly ‘boasted’ about relationships based strictly on 
economic interest, which I discussed in chapter 3. 
107 Ethnomusiologist Jan Fairley describes this female reggeatón dance style, which ‘involves 
fast undulating and turning/swirling of the area from below shoulders and chest to pelvis (as if 
one was hula hoop-ing or belly dancing)’ (Fairley 2006, 472). 
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correct to me. And, I don’t like it, I usually say that this music is a neuron 
destroyer. 

Silje: Come again? 
Fernando: Neuron destroyer [laughs].  
Silje: So you think that this affects people’s values, or…? 
Fernando: Yes, sometimes. There are two forms that one can… Almost 

always the people who listen to that… The thing is that it doesn’t seem 
correct to me just to accept those lyrics. Just hear them and accept them. 

But well. There are people who don’t really go with that, they dance, 
because it’s true that it has a rhythm that sticks, it’s very infectious, so 
people, well, they dance, and that’s what it’s made for, for dancing. And they 
try not to hear the lyrics so much, instead, it’s good for dancing, for having a 
good time, and they forget a little bit about that. 

But others don’t. There are even those who don’t dance, and learn the 
lyrics. So you can see that they don’t like to dance, because they’re shy, but 
they know all the songs. And they even repeat them with pride – right? – 
because they know the song. And they repeat all of it. 

So, they come to believe what it’s saying, this discourse that appears 
there, they incorporate it, sometimes, unconsciously. Unconsciously. They 
incorporate it, and then you can see it reflected in their attitudes. Above all in 
adolescents. 

And it affects both males and females. And the females are relegated to 
the sexual role, the sexual object that is represented in the music. Just a 
sexual object. Set out in all the songs. A sexual object, an object to compete 
for, by men, a trophy. And we’re all supposed to fight for that trophy, to 
dominate it, to conquer it, but in the end there’s no value there for the 
woman. She has no rights, it’s the height [emphasized] of machismo. It’s like 
a musical representation of machismo. 

Fernando attributed the popularity of reggaetón to the lack of comprehension 
and ‘culture’ of the reggaetón audience. His metaphor of reggaetón as a 
‘neuron destroyer’ alluded to brain death and lack of intelligence. The 
distinction that Fernando made between two different ways of listening to 
reggaetón could be read as a process of othering. While he almost admitted 
that he occasionally danced to reggaetón – ‘it’s true that it has a rhythm that 
sticks’ – he portrayed himself as able to listen to the lyrics with a critical 
distance. He made an explicit distinction between ‘us’ – who are educated, 
conscious, and intelligent enough to overlook the substance of the reggaetón 
lyrics – and those who were portrayed as listening ‘unconsciously’. Thus, 
Fernando argued, there was a risk that adolescents or those who did not have 
a very ‘wide culture’ would incorporate the ‘values’ of reggaetón lyrics. 
Consequently, the popularity of reggaetón was dangerous. 

Reggaetón music has also been debated in official forums, for instance 
among columnists in the newspaper Juventud Rebelde which is published by 
the Communist Youth League (UJC) (see also Fairley 2006, 475). In the 
online edition of this newspaper there has been an extended debate on the 
pros and cons of reggaetón. Some debaters have confirmed that cultural 
organizations lament the popularity of reggaetón. One musician suggested 
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that reggaetón implied a musical fall-back, and a cultural centre tried to raise 
interest in the classical Cuban dance style danzón to counteract the 
popularity of reggaetón among youth (Castro Medel 2005; Caballero 2009). 
One article made the point that the ‘vulgarities’ of reggaetón are not new, 
and that the same people who were fans of the Beatles in the 1960s108 now 
lash out against the reggaetón fans in the same pejorative terms that were 
once used against them (Juventud Rebelde 2006).  

The columnist Julio Martínez Molina has taken a very critical stance in 
the debate. He characterizes reggaetón as aggressive, offensive, vulgar, 
pornographic and barbarian. Moreover, he suggests that reggaetón it is 
degrading to women and represents an animalization of eroticism (Martínez 
Molina 2007a, 2007b). However, Martínez Molina makes sure to point out 
that he ‘does not have Norwegian blood nor is a descendant of puritans’ 
(Martínez Molina 2007c), that is, that he is not per se critical of the erotic 
content of this music. 

The most positive stance is taken by art critic Rufo Caballero (Caballero 
2009), who states that he likes reggaetón and calls those who attack 
reggaetón ‘censors in the name of good taste, of high culture’ (ibid.). He 
argues that reggaetón is not vulgar at all but represents a ‘culture from the 
street’ that jokes with the ‘Cuban macho’ but should not be taken at face 
value. Moreover, Caballero suggests that reggaetón is filled with a lot of 
‘Cubanness’, and he can thus ‘not see any problem around the legitimacy of 
this kind of music’ (ibid.; see also Estrada Betancourt 2009). 

It is interesting how ‘Cubanness’ is used as an argument in this debate, 
both to put the legitimacy of reggaetón in question and, inversely, to defend 
the same. For instance, through the contrast between reggaetón and the 
classical Cuban dance style danzón, the latter is automatically ascribed a 
higher value for its traditional Cuban authenticity. Also, we saw that 
Martínez Molina found it necessary to point out that his critique against 
reggaetón did not make him a cold northerner. This reflects a contrast 
between the positive erotization of ‘Cubanness’ on the one hand, and the 
barbarian ‘animalization’ of eroticism represented by reggaetón on the other. 
In comparison the opposite stance, the defenders of reggaetón, choose to 
point to its alleged ‘Cubanness’ to portray this music as more ‘legitimate’. 

Fernando’s explanation of his contempt for reggaetón above reflected 
many of the same arguments as the debate in this newspaper. He argued that 
reggaetón is vulgar and pornographic, its lyrics are offensive and degrading 
to women, who are portrayed as sexual objects or trophies. I have chosen to 
analyse the reasoning of Fernando, who is a member of the UJC, and the 
semi-official debate in the online edition of the UJC newspaper Juventud 
Rebelde, because I find their summary of the ‘incorrect values’ represented 

                                                 
108 The question of whether the Beatles were ever officially banned in Cuba is still debated 
(Castellanos 1997). 
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by reggaetón – and by implication the values that should normatively 
accompany sexuality – strikingly similar to the terms in which sexual 
education has been developed in Cuba. 

Sexual education 
In Cuba, sexual education was initiated in the early 1960s during the literacy 
campaign, although it was not then designated as such (Leiner 1994, 68). 
The 1974 Congress of the Federation of Cuban Women (FMC) stated the 
need for a comprehensive project of sexual education (Smith and Padula 
1996, 174). In the resolution from the First Congress of the Communist 
Party of Cuba (PCC) in 1975, a national programme of sex education formed 
part of the ambition to create equality between men and women (ibid.). The 
National Working Group for Sex Education (GNTES) was founded in 1977 
(ibid., see also Krause-Fuchs 2007, 304). In 1989 the GNTES was renamed 
Cenesex, the National Centre for Sexual Education (see Smith and Padula 
1996, 175). 

According to professor of education Marvin Leiner, sexual education was 
considered to be a task for public health as well as psychological education 
and a political-ideological initiative. The project of sexual education was 
seen as ‘an essential step in the development of the new socialist person’ 
(Leiner 1994, 69). This project strove to undermine what were considered 
traditional sexual prejudices and taboos, ‘vestiges of the past’, of 
prerevolutionary Cuba.109 In short, sexual education was considered a means 
to create equality between men and women. The resolution from the first 
congress of the PCC in 1975 stated that: 

A new morality exists, and because of it, new relations of equality between 
men and women have arisen. The new generation must leave behind the 
remainders of discrimination. The joint action of the whole society is to 
praise women and teach our children and youngsters the traditional chivalry 
of our people in its new proletarian dimensions. 

Adequate sex education will have a positive impact on the social relations 
between men and women, starting in the home, and scientifically reinforced 
in school, as presented in the study plans for sex education. The Youth 
Organizations must steer people towards normal, sound and fraternal 
relations among boys and girls, stimulate the harmonious development of 
young people and contribute to the establishment of relations of mutual 
cooperation in carrying out social duties, in the home and in the education of 
children. (PCC congress cited in Leiner 1994, 69) 

                                                 
109 See Leiner (1994, 68), Lumsden (1996, 102), see also Stone (1981), Stubbs (1994, 201). 
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The norms that should accompany sexual behaviour were formulated in 
relation to the new socialist society.110 Heterosexual eroticism was 
encouraged (Guillard Limonta 2009, 66), drawing on the historical 
inscription of eroticism as a positive feature of ‘Cubanness’. In the project of 
sexual education, what age young people started to have sex was considered 
less important. Instead, sexual education focused on the values that should 
accompany ‘socialist sexuality’, such as love, solidarity, cooperation, mutual 
respect, and equality (Leiner 1994, 73; Smith and Padula 1996, 174ff.). 

Within this new ‘socialist sexuality’, the gendered double standard should 
be eliminated (Smith and Padula 1996, 175). The Catholic ideal of female 
chastity and expectation of female virginity was termed as ‘the most 
anachronistic symbol of woman’s devaluation and a sign of woman’s 
servitude’ (Leiner 1994, 82). Instead, sexual education explicitly encouraged 
heterosexual female eroticism, it ‘challenged the traditional veneration of 
female virginity and sought to teach both men and women that women can 
and should enjoy their sexuality’ (Smith 1992, 188).  

During my fieldwork I saw many of these ideals reflected in current 
educational television programmes and campaigns. For instance, female 
eroticism was relatively frequently discussed in television programmes such 
as Cuando una mujer [the title of a song, approx. ‘When a woman’]. This 
programme is designed by the Federation of Cuban Women (FMC). 
Psychologist and social researcher Norma Guillard Limonta sums up: 

Women can now consciously separate pleasure from reproduction and enjoy 
their sexuality according to their individual needs. Autoeroticism has been 
validated, sex can be enjoyed before and after marriage, even during 
adolescence, and sexuality can be experienced in more intense ways. 
(Guillard Limonta 2009, 66)111 

As the quote from the 1975 PCC congress clearly illustrates, from the outset 
sexual education intended to teach sexual behaviour that was considered 
‘normal’ and ‘sound’. This included that sex should be practiced within 
monogamous heterosexual love relationships and stressed ‘a regard for 
reproduction as an essential component of sexuality’ (Smith 1992, 188). 
Sociologist Lois Smith and historian Alfred Padula suggest that ‘Castro 
would attempt to mold sexuality to serve the revolution’ (Smith and Padula 
1996, 169). In my interpretation, sexual education could be read as a means 
to ‘tame’ ‘uncontrolled’ sexual expressions and instead encourage sexual 
behaviour of a kind that was considered compatible with ‘correct’ socialist 

                                                 
110 I discuss the punitive and disciplining aspects of early post-1959 sexual politics in chapter 
7. 
111 Guillard Limonta stresses, however, that this has not included lesbian eroticism (Guillard 
Limonta 2009, 66; see also Saunders 2009), a topic that I touch upon on in chapter 7. There I 
also discuss changes in Cuban sexual politics during the last two decades. 
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values. An important ingredient in these values was the ideal of equality 
between men and women. 

To sum up, heterosexual eroticism was encouraged but should be 
accompanied by ‘correct’ values. I suggest that from its foundation, sexual 
education has been constructed against a counter-image of uncontrolled 
sexual expressions that must be ‘moulded’ to fit socialist society. This 
counter-image is very similar to the use of reggaetón by its critics: as an 
illustration of a negative ‘oversexualization’ of Cuban society and popular 
culture. Importantly, neither sexual education nor the critics of reggaetón 
criticize a positive eroticism, but they make use of a similar implicit 
contrasting image of a ‘sexual other’ that is out of control. 

To make my argument more specific, we see how the ‘sound’ sexual 
values that have been taught in sexual education – such as the importance of 
stable monogamous couple relationships of mutual respect and solidarity in 
which sex is based on love, in contrast to the risks and dangers of 
‘promiscuity’ – are the same values used by the critics of reggaetón to 
represent this music in terms of ‘oversexualization’ and male chauvinism. In 
this sense, the arguments against reggaetón remind one of the normative 
sexual education regarding the preferred values that should accompany this 
behaviour. 

Importantly, ‘oversexualization’ or ‘incorrect’ sexual values are closely 
connected with certain gendered ideals. Sexual education was created as a 
political project to enhance equality and counter the gendered double 
standard for sexual behaviour. The main criticism of reggaetón is that it is 
degrading to women who are treated as sexual objects. Thus, I suggest that 
in both cases there is a tight connection between a positive and celebrated 
eroticism and the specific gendered ideals that should accompany it so that it 
will not stray out of control. 

Hierarchical female eroticism 
To elaborate on this point, I will present a situation from my fieldwork at 
some length. I will argue that the negotiations of this situation can be 
understood through the loading of reggaetón as a symbol of ‘low culture’ 
among my interlocutors. Subsequently, I analyse how reggaetón becomes a 
marker of difference through conflating hierarchical sexual and gendered 
ideals. 

One day during my fieldwork I met with a group of friends at my place. 
We came to talk about an acquaintance we had in common, a young woman 
called Claudia. My friend Zusel explained to me that Claudia looked like the 
ideal Cuban woman: ‘She has a waist and big buttocks and breasts.’112 I 
remarked that I had noticed men’s overwhelming attention to Claudia when 
                                                 
112 I discuss this curvy female body ideal in detail in chapter 6. 
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she entered a room. My comment was met with a general exclamation from 
the group: ‘But that’s what she likes!’ The subsequent conversation was 
saturated with slightly condescending remarks that Claudia liked to ‘show 
off’ her beauty. Another friend who was present, Luis, complained that 
Claudia was so conscious of her beauty that she hardly made an effort to be 
sociable; she just wanted attention for her attractive looks. 

From these intricately spun evaluations, it seemed that Claudia provoked 
a combination of admiration and envy. It was generally acknowledged that 
she had the ideal curvy body, and it was also clear that she excelled in skills 
of playful flirting. All the same, Claudia was somewhat belittled through 
suggestions that she was ‘nothing but’ gorgeous and all too conscious of her 
envied eroticized position. 

A while after this conversation I met Claudia at a party. The atmosphere 
was radiant and everyone danced wildly in a big group while smoking and 
drinking. A friend of the hosts arrived at the party, and the group dancing 
was interrupted as he and Claudia started to dance close in reggaetón style. 
Claudia shook her hips and moved her buttocks against his pelvis, which he 
thrust in a rhythmic manner towards her. The rest of the group watched them 
dance. While some smiled and nodded at their dance, one guy whispered to 
me, ‘Ella se come lo que le pasa por delante [lit. she eats everything in her 
path; in this context approx. she throws herself at anyone].’ Another 
acquaintance named the different guys at the party that Claudia had been 
involved with. I asked him whether people talked about this, and he replied, 
‘No, she’s like this. She can do these kinds of things without people thinking 
that she’s vulgar or a slut [puta].’ 

Later that night, another group of guests arrived at the party. It was a 
friend of the hosts who had brought some of his neighbours from a less 
central and less privileged part of Havana. The new guests, among them a 
woman named Tania, were only barely acquainted with the rest of the 
guests. After kissing us hello, they joined the dance floor and Tania 
organized a line dance. While most of us were busy trying to organize our 
steps, Tania and Claudia stood out as the most exceptionally skilful dancers. 
They kept dancing as the line dissolved and the rest of the group watched. 
Tania and Claudia both accentuated their moves in reggaetón style, shaking 
their hips and breasts to the rhythm. The situation developed into a playful 
dance competition in which Tania seemed to gain the upper hand. Suddenly, 
Claudia started exaggerating her dance moves and the crowd laughed 
approvingly. Tania, for her part, turned to her boyfriend and danced as if 
going down on him, touching his body from head to toe and then turned 
around to move her buttocks against his pelvis. All the time she was dancing 
with him he looked away, smoking his cigarette. 

In my reading, this situation abounds with subtle references to a wider 
symbolism around reggaetón. In Cuba, reggaetón dance style is often 
summed up as ‘having sex with your clothes on’ (see Fairley 2006, 475). At 
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the party, both Claudia and Tania danced with typical reggaetón dance 
moves, shaking their hips and breasts when dancing alone, and with a back-
to-front rhythmic hip-shaking towards male pelvises. As Tania finished off 
her dance performance, no one who was present at the party could but notice 
her boyfriend’s studied disinterest as Tania was ‘going down’ on him. This 
performance captured all the characteristics of reggaetón as defined by its 
critics: an eroticized demonstration of a male power position of sexual 
arrogance towards his ‘trophy’. 

Interestingly, the crowd reacted in different ways to Claudia’s and Tania’s 
performances. Claudia was explicitly considered ‘not vulgar’ while Tania’s 
finishing performance was met with raised eyebrows and condescending 
glances. The differing interpretations of their dance were hence not related to 
the reggaetón style per se. Rather, I would stress that reggaetón was used as 
a symbol in a process of othering, through differing ascriptions of 
detachment and irony to these two performances. Even though Tania turned 
out to be the superior reggaetón dancer, Claudia managed to skilfully 
outclass her through changing the rules of the game. As Claudia suddenly 
fell into playful and exaggerated moves, she demonstrated detachment from 
the classic reggaetón dance style. This was greeted with approval and cheers 
by the group, and in my interpretation Claudia managed to create an ironic 
‘we’. In contrast, Tania was not interpreted as consciously playing with 
clichés. Instead, the raised eyebrows in her direction seemed to reflect an 
interpretation of her performance as ‘buying into’ the stereotype of 
reggaetón. 

I suggest that the contrasting interpretations of Claudia and Tania can be 
understood through the analysis of Beverley Skeggs of how cultural 
characteristics are used to fix certain groups into determined social positions, 
so as to enable others to become mobile and flexible. Skeggs writes:  

Some bodies can be expanded rather than condensed. At the same time they 
become a resource for others. […] The interest here lies in how some forms 
of culture are condensed and inscribed onto social groups and bodies that 
then mark them and restrict their movement in social space, whilst others are 
not but are able to become mobile and flexible. (Skeggs 2004a, 1f.) 

I argue that the irony and detachment that Claudia used to change the rules 
of the game and consolidate group solidarity with her could be read as such 
an ‘expansion’. She was read as a performance, which, in the words of 
Skeggs, ‘requires conscious action, it is knowledgeably and consciously 
enacted’ (Skeggs 1997, 134). The condescending reaction to Tania, on the 
other hand, seemed to deny her the potential of a distant, detached 
performance, which I read in terms of a ‘condensation’. Claudia could use 
the reggaetón symbolism as a resource – to simultaneously play with and 
distance herself from – while Tania was positioned by the same symbolism. 
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Thus, the fixing and condensation of Tania was the condition of Claudia’s 
mobility – irony, playfulness, detachment (see Skeggs 2004a, 26). Skeggs 
argues that to impose fixity onto those from whom one claims moral 
distance through ascribing essential characteristics to them is a form of 
symbolic domination (ibid., 4). 

I would also suggest that the differing interpretations of Claudia and 
Tania can be understood through the common view among my interlocutors 
of reggaetón as a symbol of ‘low culture’. According to Fernando, whom I 
introduced above, reggaetón was popular among the less educated because it 
was so ‘simple’ that it did not require any comprehension or ‘wide culture’. 
Reggaetón fans, he argued, ‘incorporated’ the message of its lyrics and acted 
accordingly. But then there were other people – like him – who could listen 
to reggaetón music with distance and detachment without taking the lyrics 
seriously, and just dance to the contagious beat of the rhythm. In my reading 
of the situation above, Claudia’s ironic performance was clearly ascribed the 
latter detachment. The essentializing reading of Tania on the other hand, as 
‘buying into’ or ‘incorporating’ the cliché of reggaetón, denied her this 
ironic distance. 

I suggest that Tania’s superior reggaetón dance skills together with her 
‘provocative’ clothing and her living in a poorer part of Havana all melted 
into one to ascribe ‘low culture’ to her. Thus, reggaetón became one of 
several markers of difference in the encounter between Claudia and Tania. 
Claudia managed to create an ironic ‘we’, while Tania was interpreted as 
acting in line with the reggaetón symbolism for which my interlocutors had 
so much contempt. 

After the party I walked home with Zusel and Ernesto. We talked about the 
events at the party and entered upon the subject of Tania and her friends. 

Ernesto: They’re showing off. They are hottie wannabes [Se hacen las jevitas 
ricas]. That’s the only thing they do, that’s the only thing they have. They 
asked me to put on reggaetón music, or Michael Jackson. I told them that 
fortunately I didn’t have that music. The blond girl [Tania] said to me, 
‘You’ve got to be up to date with what’s trendy! [¡Hay que estar al tanto de 
la moda!]’ 

Zusel said that she knew of Tania and her boyfriend through another friend. 
Suddenly, Zusel mentioned that Tania’s boyfriend beat her. 

Silje: Why is she with him? 
Zusel: They’re a good match, she wants a macho man [machote] who tells 

her that she’s sexy. 
Silje: But why is such a hot girl with such an… un-attractive man? 
Zusel: You mean fat? 
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Ernesto: Maybe because he gives her what she wants, she wants to feel 
sexy, he tells her that she is. She dances like that, not only for him, but for 
everyone else, for herself. She’s hot, that is the only thing she is. 

Zusel: That woman has never had an orgasm in her whole life. She’s 
acting all that, but she’s so superficial and unhappy that she has never had an 
orgasm. 

In this conversation Zusel and Ernesto concisely ascribed to Tania a number 
of interrelated characteristics. I would like to expand further on some of their 
points. First, I will approach the numerous and contradictory sexualizing 
references to Tania. Second, I will analyse the suggestion that Tania wanted 
a machote, a macho man, together with the sudden mentioning of her 
boyfriend’s abuse. I suggest that the ascription of these specific 
characteristics to Tania – characteristics that can also be interpreted in terms 
of reggaetón symbolism – were further means to ascribe ‘low culture’ to her. 

It is worth noting the terms used to frame Tania in the conversation 
above. Interestingly, the exact same wordings that were once used about 
Claudia were now used about Tania. Both Claudia and Tania were referred 
to as ‘just’ hot, ‘nothing but’, and ‘showing off’. In the words of Skeggs, 
they were portrayed as ’only appearance, lacking in substance’ (Skeggs 
1997, 108). However, I have argued that there was a crucial difference 
between the irony and detachment ascribed to Claudia, and the interpretation 
of Tania. In the encounter between the two, these belittling characterizations 
moved from Claudia to Tania. In their encounter, Claudia was not vulgar or 
‘showing off’, instead, she was read as detached and playfully ironic. In 
contrast, all the belittling suggestions that were once used about Claudia 
were now ascribed to Tania, that she was ‘showing off’ and ‘nothing but 
hot’. 

Tania was recurrently referred to as ‘acting’ or being a ‘wannabe’. The 
verb used was ‘hacerse’, which in this context means to pretend, to play or 
act something. Tania se hace – acts – the hot chick; she is a ‘hottie 
wannabe’. Se hace – she pretends – to be a woman who has orgasms. 
Hacerse may also mean to ‘become’ something, and this meaning could 
potentially ascribe to Tania a conscious performance, that is, a certain 
mobility (Skeggs 2004a, 1f.). However, in my interpretation of the situation, 
this terminology was not used to ascribe to Tania the same ironic detachment 
that was ascribed to Claudia’s performance. The essentializing reading of 
Tania as buying into the cliché of reggaetón opens rather to a revelation of 
her as a ‘fake’, as ‘acting’ something that she is not. If read in relation to the 
statement that ‘she is only hot’, the suggestion that Tania is an act – she is 
just pretending, in short, a fake – could even be taken as a further 
condescending remark about her lacking substance: she is not even that 
which she is ‘only’. Again, with Skeggs, this could be understood as a form 
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of symbolic violence that effectively essentialized Tania and denied her 
Claudia’s mobility and detachment. 

The numerous sexualizing references to Tania could be read in line with 
the same argument. The suggestion that Tania was a ‘hottie wannabe’ who 
wanted to ‘show off’ that she was sexy was clearly double-sided. On the one 
hand, I argued in chapter 2 that the racialization of ‘Cubanness’, symbolized 
by the eroticized figure of the mulata, the mixed-race woman, also implied 
an inclusion of eroticism as a positive ingredient in a national particularity. 
Thus, the sexualizing references to Tania could be taken to express a certain 
envy and admiration of a celebrated eroticized position. In light of this, 
Zusel’s argument that Tania had ‘never had an orgasm’ again worked to 
reveal her as a ‘fake’: she ‘acted all that’, portrayed herself as hot and sexy, 
but she was ‘actually’ a sexually unsatisfied woman. With this argument, 
Zusel took on a power position through switching potential envy and 
admiration into a slightly patronizing pity. 

To sum up my argument, let me quickly recapitulate the conversation that 
preceded the events at the party. When I met with the group of friends at my 
place, Claudia was explicitly presented as ‘the ideal Cuban woman’. As 
mentioned, this seemed to provoke a combination of envy and admiration. 
While there was no doubt that Claudia represented the ideal, she was also 
slightly belittled by suggesting that she was ‘just hot’ and ‘showing off’. 
However, in the aftermaths of the party, the characterizations of Claudia 
turned to a positive and ‘appropriate’ erotization. I suggest that her ascribed 
eroticism was redrawn, from envy and somewhat belittling remarks, to be 
included in the ‘we’ that she managed to create at the party. This ‘we’ was 
created through approving laughter that simultaneously ridiculed Tania.  

We saw how Claudia walked clear of the disdain and contempt that 
characterized the reading of Tania’s performance. Hence, Claudia’s 
behaviour – playful flirting, ‘showing off’, many boyfriends, reggaetón 
dance – was approved and even celebrated. Tania’s ditto and similar 
behaviour however, was read as the ‘wrong’ sort of female sexual behaviour 
– ‘too much’, vulgar, out of control – through which she was essentialized 
and denied Claudia’s playfulness and detachment. 

I suggest that Claudia’s positive eroticism could be included in this ‘we’ 
through a process of othering in which ‘low culture’ was ascribed to Tania. 
In this process, reggaetón became an important marker of difference that 
opened to creating hierarchies within female eroticism. The numerous 
sexualizing references to Tania thus worked to demarcate a line between 
Claudia’s ‘appropriate’ sexual behaviour that was celebrated and included in 
the ‘we’, and Tania’s behaviour that was imbued with reggaetón symbolism 
and thus interpreted as ‘wrong’, cliché, and ‘low culture’. In other words, 
Claudia managed to use the positive eroticism inscribed in ‘Cubanness’ as a 
resource, while simultaneously drawing on a historical hierarchization of 
female sexuality. 
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Gendered violence 
Let me now turn to the question of how to understand Zusel’s suggestion 
that Tania wanted a machote, a macho boyfriend, together with the sudden 
revelation that Tania’s boyfriend beat her. I would argue that both these 
characterizations play a crucial role in a process of othering. Zusel’s 
statements play on a common stereotype held among my interlocutors that 
lower-class women, due to their ascribed ‘low cultural level’, want men who 
are dominant to the extent that they beat women. In 2005 I interviewed 
Marilú, a woman in her mid-twenties, who elaborated on this point. In our 
interview we sat pondering the question of whether machismo113 was 
changing among younger generations. Marilú suddenly interrupted our 
discussion and argued: 

I don’t know, people of a lower level, people like that, who haven’t studied, 
those men are more machista, like that, you see? 

I don’t know if you have noticed it here, but I’ve been out and I’ve seen 
men who hit women, in front of everyone, punching them and everything. 
And you’re like, what’s up with that? But not everyone’s like that. […] 

I think that often it’s not so much the man’s fault, because if you’re there, 
it’s because you want to be there, because you like being punched, that you 
like the man to be like that.  

Silje: So you mean that women are machista…? 
Marilú: If a woman is together with a man who is machista, it’s because 

she is a masochist, she likes it. Because a man who raises his hand to you, the 
first day you do like this [raising the flat of her hand to gesture stop], and 
that’s it, you see? He doesn’t even have to do that, you see? 

In a somewhat misplaced interruption of Marilú’s argument, I tried out a 
suggestion that was often repeated among my interlocutors, namely that 
women who are exposed to violence by their male partners ‘are more 

                                                 
113 There have been numerous attempts to define ‘machismo’ in Cuba. Mona Rosendahl 
writes, ‘Machismo suggests an exaggerated display of manliness but also the idea that men 
should have supremacy and control over women in every aspect of life and that both 
physically and psychologically, men and women are in different spheres’ (Rosendahl 1997a, 
52f.). According to Marvin Leiner, ‘Machismo is a particular form of patriarchy that has as 
much to do with public relations between men as between men and women. The code of 
machismo requires individual men to make a display of physical power and social 
domination, and to disdain any feminine, or supposedly feminine, traits. It inevitably contains 
a deep-rooted homophobia’ (Leiner 1994, 79). 
During my fieldwork, the term ‘machismo’ was used among my interlocutors. However, in 
this dissertation I do not use ‘machismo’ either as an empirical or as an analytical concept but 
confine myself to the approximate translation ‘male chauvinism’. I wish precisely to make the 
point that in Cuba, ‘machismo’ is used as a vague and undefined term that may refer to a 
range of different phenomena. In official discourse it is used as a negative marker, in contrast 
to the official ideals of equality. In everyday life it is sometimes naturalized as part of ‘Cuban 
idiosyncrasy’, and on other occasions portrayed as an unfortunate tenet inherited from the 
Spanish colonists and hence ‘their fault’. This vagueness also opens for using ‘machismo’ as a 
marker of difference, which is the analytical point that I elaborate on in this chapter. 
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machista than the men who beat them’, because, it was argued, they want to 
be with a ‘real man’ who beat them. Marilú’s argument was headed in a 
slightly different direction but in the end seemed to reach the same 
conclusion: women are beaten because they like it; they are ‘masochists’, no 
question about it. The way Marilú wound up her argument could be read as a 
gesture of othering, as she suggested that ‘we’, she and I, would never accept 
being beaten, implying a contrast to ‘them’, the ‘masochist’ women. This 
may also be read in line with Marilú’s initial argument when she suggested 
that machismo was a sign of a ‘lower [cultural] level’. 

This explanation of violence against women in heterosexual couple 
relationships was very common among my interlocutors. With an argument 
similar to Marilú’s, one middle-aged woman told me in an interview, ‘There 
are women whose husbands beat them, and still they stay with the man. And 
what, do they like it? They have to like it’.114 

Sociologist Miriam Lang has analysed gendered violence in Cuba in 
relation to the post-1959 practice of social control of the ‘private sphere’ 
through the work of the neighbourhood committees, the Committees for the 
Defence of the Revolution (CDR). Lang shows that ‘specifically in cases of 
violence against women the actors of social control do not feel authorized to 
intervene in the citizen’s private sphere’ and argues that ‘in Cuba, individual 
rights of women violated by their partners do not figure among the motives 
that motivate an intervention of state actors in the private sphere’ (Lang 
2009, 132, my translation). Interestingly, the local saying Entre marido y 
mujer nadie se debe meter – Between husband and wife nobody should 
interfere – is used by police officers not to interfere when women report 
abuse from their partners.115 Lang shows that when a woman is exposed to 
violence it is viewed by the police and representatives of the CDR as an 
individual problem (ibid., 131). Moreover, the violence is considered her 
problem; it ‘is “privatized” as a personal problem of the affected woman’ 
(ibid., 139, my translation). In cases when police or doctors intervene against 
domestic violence, these cases are considered interventions against problems 
of the public order or alcoholism (ibid., 132). 

Until recently, domestic and sexual violence remained largely 
unaddressed within official discourse in Cuba.116 When addressed, it has 

                                                 
114 See also Lang (2009, 123), who discusses this statement that ‘women like to be beaten’. 
115 For an example of this, see Negra cubana tenía que ser (2006). 
116 See Htun (2007, 120), see also Vera Estrada and Díaz Canals (2008, 481f.), referring to 
Pérez González (2003). 
Lang notes how Cuban official policies towards gendered violence partly changed after the 
Vienna, Cairo and Beijing UN conferences in the 1990s (Lang 2009, 135). Cuba even invited 
the then UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women Radhika Coomaraswamy to the 
country in 1999, but her report was never made available to the Cuban public (United Nations 
2000; see Lang 2009, 123). 
In the early 1990s, the Casas de Orientación de la Mujer y la Familia (approx. Guidance 
Houses for Women and Families) were founded by the Federation of Cuban Women (FMC). 
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often been related to economic problems and crowded housing.117 At times, it 
has been formulated as a legacy of a capitalist past (Lang 2009, 133), and 
consequently it is argued that in Cuba, the problem of violence is 
considerably less than in the rest of the world (Lundgren 2003, 58; Proveyer 
Cervantes et. al. 2010, 67). Lang argues that the prevalence of violence has 
been made invisible because the official discourse has related violence to 
women’s emancipation (Lang 2009, 133) and that recognition of this 
problem hence might question the achievements of the socialist revolution 
(ibid., 134, see also Lundgren 2003, 58).118 

These official explanations of gendered violence must be understood in 
relation to the general model of change underlying Cuban official discourse. 
Within this model, a generalized access to education and broad educational 
campaigns from above are thought to contribute to new and more ‘correct’ 
values among the population, much in the same manner as the construction 
of sexual education. Machista values are referred to as ‘vestiges from the 
past’, as ‘backward’ values from ‘old bourgeois society’, which will wither 
with new generations that have been brought up in a socialist society (see 
Leiner 1994, 68; see also Lang 2009, 138f.). 

This serves as a context for understanding how violence is explained as 
an expression of ‘low culture’, and portrayed as a trait among those less 
educated who have not yet left behind such ‘backward’ behaviour. It also 
contextualizes the pathologizing comments among my interlocutors that 
women exposed to violence are ‘masochists’ and probably ‘like to be 
beaten’. These explanations of gendered violence could be read in line with 
the official discourse: as divorce is generally available (and common) in 
Cuba, and women are assumed to be no longer dependent economically on 

                                                                                                                   
Among other things, these houses would offer legal advice and psychological support to 
women exposed to violence (see Lang 2009, 136). In 1997, the Grupo Nacional de Trabajo 
para la Atención y la Prevención de la Violencia Familiar (GNTV, approx. National Working 
Group for the Care and Prevention of Family Violence) was founded (see Proveyer Cervantes 
et. al. 2010, 68) to coordinate measures against gendered violence at an institutional level, 
educating public health workers, police and political representatives on gendered violence.  
117 See Garcia and Aguilera (2004), referenced in Vera Estrada and Díaz Canals (2008, 482), 
see also Lundgren (2003, 58). 
118 Since the 1990s, there is a growing body of research on gendered violence in Cuba (see 
Proveyer Cervantes et. al. 2010, 67; see also Acosta 1999; Artiles de León 2000; Culay 2000; 
Espina Sierra 2002; García Méndez 2000, undated; Hasanbegovic 2001; Lang 2009; Martiatu 
and Perojo 2005; Muñiz Ferrer et. al. 1998; Ortiz and Morales 1999; Proveyer Cervantes 
2001a, 2001b, 2002; Pérez 2001; Rodríguez 2006). 
A range of different terms are used in this research, such as ‘violence against women’, 
‘intrafamiliar violence’, ‘domestic violence’, ‘gendered violence’, and ‘partner violence’ (see 
Proveyer Cervantes et. al. 2010, 66ff.). Research on violence was initially descriptive in scope 
(ibid., 68) and some statistical studies did not distinguish statistics on violence by gender 
(ibid., 70). Recent research, however, points towards the need to confront the ‘naturalization’ 
and cultural acceptance of violence (see e.g. Álvarez Suárez 2001; Arés 1996, 2001; Artiles 
de León 2000; Díaz Álvarez 1999; González Pagés 2001b, 2002, 2003b), which is said to 
express the ‘sexist base of patriarchal culture’ (Proveyer Cervantes et. al. 2010, 74).
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men, there are seemingly no other explanations available than that of 
‘masochism’.  

In 2005 I interviewed Camila, a lawyer who explained to me why laws on 
equality and women’s rights are not always followed in practice: ‘It always 
depends on people’s upbringing, people’s level [nivel].’ I would suggest that 
such individualizing explanations are related to the attribution of machismo 
and violence to a ‘low cultural level’ against which ‘we’ – Marilú, Camila, 
and my other interlocutors – claim moral distance. Zusel’s suggestions 
above, that Tania wanted a machote and that her boyfriend beat her, might 
be understood in light of the interconnections between machismo, violence, 
and a ‘low cultural level’. In my interpretation, Zusel’s suggestions became 
tools to demarcate difference and ascribe ‘low culture’ to Tania. Reggaetón 
became one among other tools in this process due to its connotations of 
machismo and ‘low culture’. In sum, all the elements that were used to 
depict Tania – her dance style, her musical taste, her ‘showing off’ and being 
a ‘fake’, and finally her machote boyfriend who beat her – became tools in a 
process of othering and exclusion. This made it possible for Claudia to create 
a detached and ironic ‘we’ and for Zusel to elevate her self-ascribed ‘cultural 
level’ – both at Tania’s expense. 

Finally, I would like to stress the intertwinement between sexual and 
gendered ideals in this process of othering. The process of ascribing 
‘inappropriate’ sexual behaviour to Tania ran parallel to the ascription of 
‘incorrect’ gendered values. Reggaetón symbolism was used to imbue Tania 
with ‘low culture’, on the one hand through disdainful sexualizing 
references, and on the other through letting her embody ‘incorrect’ gendered 
ideals – machismo and violence/‘masochism’. Thus, the hierarchy that was 
established between Claudia’s and Tania’s sexual performances was 
accentuated by these gendered ideals, through using ‘low culture’ as a 
marker of difference. 

Positive eroticism versus ‘oversexualization’ 
Above, I read the talk of ‘oversexualization’ among my interlocutors in line 
with the tradition of sexual education in Cuba. Sexual education celebrated 
heterosexual female eroticism, drawing on a historically inscribed positive 
erotization of ‘Cubanness’. At the same time, this eroticism was to be 
enacted within a normative set of boundaries or ‘correct’ sexual values. I 
argued that the ambition of sexual education to ‘mould’ sexual behaviour, 
through establishing a set of values that should accompany socialist 
sexuality, was framed in relation to a counter-image of uncontrolled sexual 
expressions that was very similar to the talk of ‘oversexualization’ among 
my interlocutors. 

My interlocutors saw the popularity of reggaetón as an expression of ‘low 
culture’ and as a symbol of this unfortunate ‘oversexualization’. Hence, by 
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distancing themselves from reggaetón, they established a hierarchy on the 
same site where the conception of national particularity, ‘Cubanness’, was 
marked. The positive eroticism that was celebrated as a collective national 
pride also became a site to mark difference against expressions of ‘low 
culture’, in this case sexual behaviour that was considered out of control and 
‘incorrect’, reflecting ‘backward’ gendered ideals. 

This chapter was introduced by a comment that tickled my curiosity, 
namely the insistence among my visitors that the cover photos on my 
reggaetón CDs were not of Cuban women. In light of the discussion in this 
chapter, I interpret this insistence as a means to delineate the erotization of 
‘Cubanness’ in contrast to reggaetón. This worked to establish a hierarchy 
between appropriate and inappropriate expressions of eroticism. The 
argument that the covers pictured non-Cuban women could thus be taken as 
another tool of distanciation from an inappropriate ‘oversexualization’ and 
as a defence of the positive collective erotization of ‘Cubanness’. 
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5. Street interaction and male hierarchies 

The preceding chapter on reggaetón discussed how ‘low culture’ was used as 
a marker of difference to ascribe certain characteristics to others, against 
which my interlocutors could then claim moral distance. I discussed how the 
positive erotization that was included in the notion of ‘Cubanness’ was 
delineated through the exclusion of certain expressions of heterosexual 
female eroticism as ‘vulgar’. 

This chapter follows up on these discussions. The chapter takes on the 
arena of street interaction, and particularly explores the practice of piropos – 
comments or compliments. Street interaction is often seen as a mutual erotic 
interplay, which relates it to a larger positive erotization of ‘Cubanness’. 
Piropos form important ingredients in this interplay, and are conceived of in 
terms of ‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’. Here, I develop the argument in chapter 4 
that the same sites that are used to mark national particularity and unity are 
also central sites for establishing hierarchies. 

This chapter also explores how the conception of male sexual ‘drives’, 
which was discussed in chapter 3, governs the logic of this arena. I argue 
that practices in street interaction can be understood as ways to create 
masculinity, that is, ways for men to become men. Through demonstrating 
central characteristics of an ideal masculinity in front of other men, men 
negotiate positions in a male homosocial hierarchy. I analyse this negotiation 
in terms of a male symbolic appropriation of the arena of the street, and 
discuss women’s different strategies to challenge this appropriation. 

La calle 
La calle is an important arena for everyday life in Havana. Literally meaning 
‘the street’, the term is used in a general sense to refer to public space 
outside of the home and workplace. Also, because of the crowded housing 
situation, the streets are a place to hang out, date, do business, for 
transportation, waiting in line, etc. Moreover, la calle is a gendered arena; 
irse para la calle, to take to the streets, is a common expression among men 
for ‘escaping’ the control of their wives and mothers, as discussed in chapter 
3. 

La calle is also an arena of public display, for which both women and 
men dress up. Men sometimes dress up for the street in tight and shiny new 
clothes accompanied by carefully groomed and combed hair. However, this 
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is also an arena for men to hang out, chat, or play domino, so male house 
clothing such as washed-out shorts and t-shirts are just as common. 

Women’s street clothing is strikingly different from house clothing. 
Typical street clothing worn by women, irrespective of body shape, consists 
of tight skirts or pants, tight tops or blouses that often leave part of the back 
or belly bare. This clothing is often accompanied by extensive make-up, 
earrings and jewellery, belts, colourful shoes or sandals with heels, together 
with manicured nails on both hands and feet and careful hair creations. By 
way of illustration, one day I was taking a walk in Vedado with some 
friends, when we passed two women. One of them wore hair rollers partly 
covered by a scarf, flip flops, and a loose housedress. The other wore high 
heels, a sleeveless blouse with thin straps, and make-up. One of my friends 
commented, ‘One is dressed as if she were at home, while the other is 
dressed in street clothes’ (see also Rosendahl 1997a, 66). 

Piropos  
My discussion in this chapter will mainly focus on one central aspect of 
street interaction in Havana, namely the practice of piropos. The term 
‘piropo’ generally refers to verbal comments by men to women in street 
interaction. The term is usually translated as ‘compliment’ (or sometimes 
‘flattery’, see Acosta 2005b), and the typical piropo would be a compliment 
about a woman’s looks.119 However, other comments of a rude or offensive 
nature are also included in the term.120 ‘Piropo’ occasionally also refers to 
sounds, gestures (such as kneeling down to give a woman a flower) or jokes 
to catch a woman’s attention in the street. The verb to give a piropo is called 
piropear¸ sometimes translated to English as ‘piropee’ (see e.g. Fernandez 
2010, 54). 

During my fieldwork in 2006, I conducted a questionnaire on piropos.121 
My purpose was mainly to collect examples of piropos. A few 
questionnaires were handed to me through friends who asked their friends to 
complete them. The most interesting result of this experiment turned out to 
be the discussions it provoked around the phenomenon of piropos, which 

                                                 
119 See Dundes and Suárez-Orozco (1987), referenced in Fernandez (2010, 189). 
120 See Fernandez (2010, 189), and Lumsden (1996, 219, footnote 22). 
121 I collected only a small sample of eleven men and eleven women of different ages who 
completed the questionnaire. I made separate questionnaires for men and women. The person 
completing the questionnaire was asked to put down his or her age. The ages of the women 
who completed it varied, but most were twenty to thirty-five years of age. Three were fifty or 
older. Among the men completing the questionnaire, most were twenty to thirty-five, while 
two were around fifty years of age. A test version of the questionnaire also asked the person 
to put down the neighbourhood in which she or he lived, but few respondents filled in this 
space so I chose to remove this question in the final version. After completing the 
questionnaire, the person was asked to put the form in an envelope which I provided, and seal 
it. For the specific questions asked, see Appendix. 
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was also the reason that I did not choose to amplify the sample through more 
questionnaires completed by friends of friends in my absence. 

One day, I asked a group of friends to complete the questionnaire. We 
entered a discussion about the term ‘piropo’ that might illustrate its 
ambiguous and situational connotations. While completing the questionnaire, 
one guy asked, ‘Do comments from your girlfriend count?’ Another guy 
said, ‘No, it means comments in the street!’ A girl said, ‘But your work 
mates can give you piropos, too.’ The first guy said, ‘Well, my girlfriend is 
the only one to tell me that I look good.’ We started joking, and another guy 
said, ‘Well, my mother is the only to tell me that I look good.’ The first guy 
said, ‘My mother used to say that I looked good, but not anymore!’ We all 
burst into laughter. The other guy replied, ‘That means that you look really 
shitty! [¡Eso quiere decir que estás en candela!]’ 

As illustrated by this conversation, ‘piropo’ is a broad and negotiable 
term, but its main connotation is clearly that of a positive compliment about 
one’s looks. Moreover, the term does not always refer to street interaction; 
sometimes ‘piropo’ is also used to denote amicable compliments about a 
person’s looks by friends, colleagues, partners, or parents. Also, ‘piropo’ 
may refer to comments given by women to men, and among women, and 
occasionally to comments given between children and adults. 

Piropos are emically distinguished into two categories, piropos bonitos 
and groseros, that is, beautiful ones and rude or offensive ones. Among my 
interlocutors, there was a widespread opinion that in the past, piropos used 
to be nicer and more polite, while today, the rude or offensive ones 
dominated. Many young people told me that nowadays, the beautiful piropos 
practically no longer existed; at least they could not recall any. In 
comparison, women of fifty and older talked more often about piropos as a 
beautiful and welcome phenomenon. Fidel Castro commented on this 
distinction between beautiful and rude piropos as early as in 1959 in the 
following manner: 

In my opinion it is better that no one piropee anyone, that women are 
respected when they are in the street. Because basically if all of the 
piropeadorea were poetic the women would be listening to something 
beautiful, but the piropos that are heard in the street … are indecent in most 
cases. … Everyone has the obligation to respect women and not insult them 
in the street. (Castro Ruz 1959; quoted in Fernandez 2010, 54, emphasis in 
original)122 

I took this emic distinction between beautiful and rude piropos as the point 
of departure of my questionnaire. Below I present some examples from the 
questionnaires to exemplify this distinction. 

                                                 
122 Political scientist Ian Lumsden quotes educational material from the Ministry of Education 
from 1983 which says that piropos should be in ‘good taste’ (Lumsden 1996, 39f.). 
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Piropos bonitos 
The first question of the questionnaire that I handed out to women was: 
‘What has been the most beautiful piropo that you have received?’ The 
respondents gave examples such as ‘How beautiful you look today’, ‘What a 
beautiful smile you have’, ‘You look really good’, ‘You look radiant today’, 
‘God bless you’, ‘Pretty thing’, ‘What beautiful eyes you have’. As we can 
see, the piropos that were considered bonitos by the women completing my 
questionnaire consisted mainly of comments on their beautiful looks. This 
first question also included a sub-question which inquired about the reaction 
of the respondent to this piropo. To the examples mentioned above, the 
women wrote that their reactions had been ‘Pleasant’, ‘A nice sensation’, ‘I 
laughed, thanked him and arranged my hair [me arreglé el pelo], ‘I feel 
good, if it’s not too insistent’, ‘I laughed and thanked him’, ‘It’s funny’. 

A common comment among some of my female interlocutors was that a 
day without a piropo was a wasted day. This comment refers to piropos 
bonitos. In our interview in 2005, Nelia, whom I introduced in chapter 3, 
said: 

I tell you that if I go out and that day, during the whole day, no one says 
anything to me, I feel very sad. Because then I think that they don’t find me 
attractive, that I didn’t have positive energy. You’re used to them saying 
things to you. Even if they don’t say ‘How beautiful you look’. Even if it’s 
your friends, and they say ‘How fine you look’, then you feel that you’re 
looking good, that they liked how you look, from the most sound [sano] and 
friendly point of view. 

In the questionnaire, the female respondents also gave examples of beautiful 
piropos of a more complex kind. These were often metaphorical: ‘Angels do 
not walk the street’, or ‘What a beautiful flower, which garden did you 
escape from?’ Others were witty, such as: ‘If she cooks like she walks, I’ll 
eat even the scrapings’. Some required more time and attention from the 
recipient to grasp the point, such as ‘I would like to be a mosquito to enter 
your mosquito net to tell you how much I love you’. To these examples, the 
female respondents wrote that their reactions had been ‘Smile. I felt a 
sensation of tenderness’, ‘I blushed, looked at him and kept walking’, ‘I felt 
agasajada [approx. celebrated, flattered]’, ‘Thank you. Friendship’. 

In the questionnaire handed out to men, they were asked to give an 
example of a piropos bonito that they had heard recently. Several said that 
they could not recall any, some gave examples very similar to those above, 
and others presented other examples of piropos of a more complex kind, 
such as ‘Hello princess, how is the kingdom doing?’ ‘I would eat you, 
clothes and all, even though I’d be shitting rags’, ‘If Christ would have seen 
your eyes, they would never have crucified him’. 
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These examples illustrate that men make great efforts to come up with 
beautiful, witty, or clever piropos and to present them in graceful ways. I 
suggest that such elaborated piropos could be read as ways to demonstrate a 
specific sort of masculinity that consists of being funny, innovative, and 
smart, in Cuban chévere (see Tanuma 2007, 54).123 In the questionnaires on 
piropos I included two questions that inquired about the characteristics of the 
ideal man and the ideal woman. The replies from the female respondents on 
‘the ideal man’, except from one who identified as a lesbian, mentioned 
characteristics such as cheerful [alegre], funny [divertido], charismatic, and 
extroverted. These are all characteristics that are synonymous with the 
Cuban term chévere. Elaborated beautiful piropos work well to display such 
characteristics of quick-wittedness, humour, and grace, and street interaction 
thus becomes an important arena to demonstrate such an ideal masculinity. 

In 2006, I visited Georgina, a woman in her early forties, together with an 
acquaintance called Mariela, who was around thirty. During the visit, I asked 
them to complete the questionnaire on piropos, which spurred a range of 
anecdotes. The both expressed delight that I had chosen such an interesting 
research topic, and took their time filling in the form. In the following 
conversation, Mariela told us that one day she was walking with her mother 
when a man shouted, ‘I’ll swap her for a washing machine! [Te la cambio 
por una lavadora!]’ I did not take notice that the comment was directed 
towards Mariela’s mother, so I asked, ‘What was so funny about that?’ 
Georgina explained, ‘You see, they would give her mother a washing 
machine in return for Mariela!’ ‘Ah, I see!’ I replied. Georgina continued, 
‘Because you assume that a washing machine is worth quite a lot. One day a 
man said about my daughter, “I’ll swap her for a packet of coffee!” And on 
that occasion I didn’t have any coffee, so I actually thought about it!’ We all 
laughed. Through her quirky twist of the joke, Georgina appeared as quick-
witted as the man uttering the remark, while at the same time acknowledging 
his funny smartness. 

Not all men were successful in their efforts to present witty piropos 
gracefully. In an interview with Sandro, a man in his late twenties, we came 
to discuss piropos. He asked me whether I liked to receive piropos, and I 
replied diplomatically that it would depend on the kind of piropo. Between 
the lines, it probably got across that I was personally not a great fan of this 
practice, and Sandro concluded that then it would be a waste of time to 
piropee me. I asked him if he usually gave women piropos. Sandro replied: 

Yes, I have piropeed, but… I am not among the most intelligent, to be honest 
[laughs]. I have noticed that it doesn’t work for me [laughs]. 

Silje: How, because of how the woman has reacted, or…? 

                                                 
123 Thanks to Maria Padrón Hernández for first pointing out to me the importance of being 
chévere in the construction of Cuban masculinity. 
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Sandro: Because, no, because I feel ridiculous. Well, you need some talent 
to pull that off [hay que tener alguna gracia para eso]. At first I tried to do it, 
because, I don’t know, I didn’t have a girlfriend [laughs]. So, I was like, 
trying to find someone to be with [compartir], to talk to, and to somehow 
find a girlfriend. I don’t know, those were the well-trodden paths that you 
had to walk, so I walked them, but they didn’t work, they were not made for 
me. To piropee was not among my gifts. So, I tried to find other ways 
[laughs] to find girlfriends because I was not very good at it. I’m not very 
good at it. 

Sandro said that he had felt ridiculous when he tried to piropee. He 
interpreted this in terms of his own individual shortcomings, as his lacking a 
special gift, and even jokingly put his own intelligence in doubt. He lacked 
the wit and grace required to ‘pull off’ a good piropo, and hence could not 
use piropos to live up to the ideal masculinity of being chévere discussed 
above. This had not discouraged him from seeking other less-trodden paths 
in his quest for a girlfriend, and one can sense in his humorous self-criticism 
a vaguely hidden critique of the expected ways. In our interview, we dwelt 
on the topic of piropos, and Sandro explained to me: 

Men dare more when they’re in a group to demonstrate, perhaps 
unconsciously, to demonstrate to the other pal that he’s daring [atrevido], that 
he’s successful, saying piropos, that he’s a person who’s audacious [se 
lanza], as you say here, he’s daring, that’s the word that is used. That he’s 
daring, he’s adventurous, I don’t know, conquering [conquistador]. And 
actually, when he’s by himself, he’s the same person, and he says nothing.  

And in a group, it’s like he feels more courageous. He’s backed by the 
group, and the group sometimes encourages him to say a piropo: ‘All right [A 
ver], say something to that woman!’ Or you’re walking, and you look at a 
girl, and they say, ‘But come on, say something, say something!’ whatever.  

So, the good one is the one who really dares [sí se lanza], who dares, 
that’s the leader of the group, the one that everyone wants to be like, so it’s 
like this kind of group consequence…  

As Sandro developed his view on piropos, he emphasized the hierarchy that 
was created between men, where the highest rank went to the more 
courageous, the one who really dared. Sandro’s description of the 
encouragement or insistence among the group of men to piropee women 
points to the importance of homosociality124 in the demonstration of 
masculinity, both in terms of being backed up by the other men present and 
through the hierarchical status ascribed to he who excelled in this game. 

                                                 
124 One definition of ‘homosociality’ among men is that men encourage, promote, uphold, 
foster their relationships with other men over their relationship to women (Hirdman 2001, 
19f., referring to Lipman-Blumen 1976). This concept has been used to analyse how men’s 
relationships contribute to reproducing male dominance (Ambjörnsson 2004, 321, referring to 
e.g. Sedgwick 1985, see also the works of R.W. Connell). 



 102 

Sandro expressed great admiration for those men daring, successful, 
audacious, conquering, and adventurous enough to be ‘the good one’ and 
become the ‘leader’ of the group. These characteristics all make up central 
features of Cuban male gender ideals, as suggested by Mona Rosendahl, 
such as ‘strength, audacity, responsibility, initiative, and courage’ 
(Rosendahl 1997a, 167). As was reflected in Sandro’s account, piropeeing in 
a group of men was very effective to demonstrate such characteristics. 
Historian Julio César González Pagés is one of the initiators of masculinity 
studies in Cuba. He suggests that relationships between men in Cuba are 
characterized by rivalry, and that men must not show signs of weakness or 
vulnerability (González Pagés 2004, 7). He argues that the construction of 
hegemonic masculinity in Cuba includes ingredients such as the demand to 
constantly demonstrate virility and bravery in front of other men (González 
Pagés 2002, 119; see also Álvarez Licea 2008, 103f.). Reading Sandro’s 
account in these terms, his open admiration for those men who mastered the 
art of piropeeing and lament of his own shortcomings reflect González 
Pagés’s point about the role of homosociality in the construction of 
masculinity, through demonstrating virility in front of other men. His 
account also illustrates how piropos worked to establish a hierarchy within 
the group of men, and the hegemonic position was ascribed to the most 
daring and brave man in the group. Even though Sandro himself did not 
manage to live up to this ideal, he defined and evaluated his own 
accomplishments in relation to this hegemonic position (see Connell 2005). 
In spite of his own shortcomings in the skills of piropeeing, Sandro was still 
included in the homosocial game where positions among men were 
negotiated. 

In her research on masculinity in sparsely populated areas in Northern 
Sweden, anthropologist Lissa Nordin argues that one aspect of ‘normative 
heterosexual masculinity’ was that men were expected to make ‘obligatory 
passes’ at women present (Nordin 2007, 190). Her male interlocutors 
explained their own shortcomings in terms of shyness, that they were no 
good at playing the flirtatious game (ibid., 191). They compared themselves 
with other men whose superior skills placed them at the centre of the male 
homosocial community. However, her interlocutors never challenged the 
order of this homosociality, in spite of their own inferior position (ibid., 
191).  

This analysis offers further clues to understanding Sandro’s account. The 
insistence among Sandro’s male friends that he piropee was not only a 
positive encouragement. It could also be read as a sort of threat; if he fell 
short in this game, he also failed in demonstrating a virile performance 
which put his masculinity in question. In this context, piropos could be read 
as such ‘obligatory passes’ to create masculinity. 

As clever piropos may work to demonstrate central characteristics of an 
ideal masculinity in front of other men, a certain importance is ascribed to 
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the intended receiver’s reaction to the piropo. Several of the women who 
completed my questionnaire on piropos wrote that they had thanked the man 
who gave them a beautiful piropo. Such confirmation was occasionally 
requested explicitly: one woman of thirty-four wrote, as to her reaction to a 
piropo, ‘Sometimes when it’s something beautiful, they tell me, “Say thanks, 
won’t you?” And sometimes I do it. And if it’s something unpleasant I don’t 
say anything, I try to avoid that person.’ 

However, by far the most common reaction among women receiving 
piropos was to ignore them. One day I was walking the streets of Vedado 
with my friend Sofia. We passed three men sitting outside a house, who 
shouted some piropos at us. Sofia and I ignored them and continued our 
conversation. One of the men said loudly in an irritated voice, addressing 
Sofia, ‘You who are Cuban, you at least can talk, can’t you?’ The man was 
clearly offended by our lack of reaction, and through this ironic comment he 
suggested that the foreign woman [me] might be mute or not Spanish-
speaking but that there was no reason for Sofia not to react or respond. In my 
interpretation, the presence of the other men was of crucial importance in 
this situation. Some kind of reaction from our side would have been required 
for the man to appear quick-witted or smart. The failure to catch our 
attention meant that his position was somewhat compromised within the 
male homosocial hierarchy. 

Thus far, I have discussed only one side of the emic distinction of 
piropos, namely the beautiful ones. To elaborate on the importance of male 
homosociality to create masculinity, it is also necessary to explore the other 
side of this distinction, the rude or offensive piropos. 

Piropos groseros 
The second question of the questionnaire to women asked for the most rude 
– grosero – piropo the respondent had received. Several of the examples 
were about the woman’s bottom: ‘Mamita, let me touch your buttocks’, 
‘Mulata, what a nice ass you have’. Other examples were ‘You’re a woman, 
not like the one I have at home’, ‘Mami, you’re so hot!’ To the following 
sub-question about the respondent’s reaction to this comment, the responses 
to the examples above were ‘Contempt’, ‘Disdain, bad impression’, ‘I try to 
tell him that he is rude with my look. Or I ignore him, indignant’, ’I don’t 
even look at him and keep walking. You have to ignore such things of bad 
taste’. 

In Cuba, the bottom is a highly eroticized part of the female body, and all 
the examples above to some extent sexualized the woman receiving the 
comment. Other examples given by the respondents were more sexually 
explicit, such as ‘I am going to stick my tongue in your … bla bla bla’, ‘If I 
catch you I’m going to suck all that’, ‘I wish I were [Quien fuese] your 
boyfriend fucking you every day’, ‘How nice that looks to suck it’, ‘What 
good tits to bite’. As for these examples, the respondents mostly wrote that 
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their reaction had been to ignore the comment: ‘Not paying attention’, ‘I 
kept walking with a super-serious expression and did not answer him’, 
‘Indignation’, ‘I feel very bothered, and sometimes it provokes anger’, 
‘Disgust because of the vulgarity’. 

In the questionnaire handed out to men, they were asked to give an 
example of a rude piropo that they had heard recently, and their answers 
were very similar to those given by the female respondents. Many referred to 
the woman’s bottom, such as ‘Mulata, great buttocks’, ‘Mama, what a nice 
ass you have, soputica’, ‘Mami, what a great shit thrower [bota caca] you 
have!’ Others had sexual overtones, such as ‘Baby, I’ll lend you my tube of 
tooth paste’, ‘If I catch you, mami, all this is for you!’ ’Mami, if I catch you 
I’ll give you cock until milk [word also used for sperm] comes out of your 
ears’. 

In my interpretation, these comments were not considered rude because of 
their sexual insinuations. Rather, they were taken as inappropriate 
sexualization, as they were considered vulgar and in ‘bad taste’. This is 
similar to my discussion in chapter 4, on how certain sexual expressions 
were considered welcome and ‘sound’, in contrast to ‘inappropriate’ or 
‘vulgar’ expressions of sexuality. The latter were rejected in terms of 
‘oversexualization’ and seen as expression of ‘low culture’. 

The interpretation of a piropo as beautiful or rude was clearly situational. 
It depended on the context, tone, and who said it, and the interpretation of 
the same piropo also differed among women. I also suggest that the 
interpretation of certain comments as groseros and as an ‘inappropriate’ 
sexualization, as opposed to welcome validation of one’s desirability, must 
be understood in relation to the classed and racialized character of the 
concept of grosería. The terms used above to frame the examples of piropos 
as rude – groseros – such as ‘vulgar’ and ‘bad taste’, were typical of how my 
interlocutors framed ‘low culture’. When I interviewed Nelia, we talked 
about the different kinds of piropos, and she explained: 

When it comes to the street there are the flirts [satos], and there are the liars, 
and there are normal people. It depends on the person. There are very fine 
piropos from nice persons, there are persons who are very moderate 
[medidas]. There are people who are shameless [descara’], filthy [cochina] 
and disgusting [asquerosa]. There are all kinds.  

That also depends on a person’s cultural level. If it’s a person who has 
read, who has studied, one who develops within a normal environment, 
family-oriented and such, he will say a nice piropo, that doesn’t hurt that 
person. If it’s a vulgar person, less educated [poco preparado], he will say 
something disgusting [lo que dice es una puercada]. 

Nelia repeatedly used the term ‘normal’ which she then linked to positive 
characteristics such as fine, nice, moderate, educated, and family-oriented. 
This was contrasted with a number of disdainful characteristics that made 
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use of poor educational preparation to explain ‘vulgar’ and ‘disgusting’ 
piropos. Nelia explicitly used ‘cultural level’ as a marker of difference 
between ‘normal’ and ‘vulgar’ people, who give nice or rude piropos. 
Through her use of ‘cultural level’, Nelia created a hierarchy between a 
‘we’, represented by ‘normality’ and moderation, and the contrasting vulgar 
and shameless ‘others’. In my interpretation, through portraying the rude 
piropos as deviant expressions of poor education, Nelia could also celebrate 
the precious tradition of the beautiful piropos that she so much appreciated – 
without which her day would be a complete waste, as she said above. 

The connotations of grosería as ‘low cultural level’ could also be used to 
contextualize a piropo as rude – grosero. Let me present the full reply from 
one questionnaire, by a female respondent of twenty-four, to the question 
about the rudest piropo she had received and what her reaction had been: 

Mami, you’re so hot! [¡Mami, q’ rica tu ‘tá!]. A black man, rude, with a bad 
appearance in the street and with attitude [Un negro, grosero, de mal aspecto 
en la calle y con guapería]. Sometimes this happens almost every day. 
Reaction: I don’t even look at him and keep walking. You have to ignore 
such things of bad taste. 

Importantly, the comment in itself would not necessarily have been 
characterized as rude. On the contrary, several of the examples of beautiful 
piropos from my questionnaire were strikingly similar to this particular 
comment. In my interpretation, the contextualization of this piropo by the 
respondent made use of the classed and racialized connotations of grosería 
to depict a rude and inappropriate situation. The term guapería, which comes 
from the adjective and noun guapo, does not mean handsome as in 
peninsular Spanish. Instead, in Cuba this term refers to cocky, gutsy, rough 
behaviour. Anthropologist Nadine Fernandez discusses how guapos are 
pictured as aggressive, with bad and vulgar language, and that this guapería 
is used as a marker of ‘low cultural level’ (Fernandez 2010, 95ff.) and 
associated with darker and poorer neighbourhoods (ibid., 97, 134). Thus, in 
this specific example, markers of ‘low cultural level’ such as ‘bad taste’ and 
guapería, together with an explicit racialization of the man giving the 
piropo, were used to contextualize the comment and situation as rude and 
offensive.  

Negotiating positions among men 
Rude and offensive comments must be included in the analysis of piropos as 
a way to create masculinity through negotiating hierarchies between men. 
This idea was initially suggested to me by Ramón, a man around thirty 
whom I interviewed in 2006. We discussed why men give women piropos 
groseros, as they are by no means pleasant or flattering. Ramón reflected: 
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I think that often, it’s like a performance. It’s a thing that they do, 
independent of what the woman thinks or how she will react. That is, it 
doesn’t matter, it’s more like, among friends and, so that the friends will 
laugh at what they’re saying, and see – right? – ‘Wow, he is witty’ and things 
like that. […] 

But I’m telling you, often it doesn’t really matter what woman it is, and 
that stuff, you see? Instead, the important thing is the act of doing it, and 
making a good impression, or … 

Also, if you manage to provoke a burst of laughter at the expense of 
someone feeling bad, it doesn’t matter, you still achieved it [Incluso, si 
logras arrancar carcajadas a costa de que alguien se sienta mal, no importa, 
lo lograste igual]. 

Ramón suggested downplaying the importance of the receiving woman’s 
reaction to a piropo and instead highlighting how the man would appear 
witty and daring in relation to the other men present. This again points to the 
importance of homosociality, the presence of other men, to demonstrate 
central characteristics in the ideal masculinity. It also illustrates that men did 
not necessarily lose status in a homosocial hierarchy through a piropo 
grosero. Women’s bothered reactions were of less importance than 
appearing funny and daring in front the group of men. 

Ramón’s argument might shed light upon another event during my 
fieldwork. One day I was hanging out with two friends in Vedado, when we 
saw a young woman who passed a group of men who seemed to be taking a 
break from construction work on a building. The woman was beautifully 
dressed and made-up, in tight colourful clothes and high heels. One of the 
men, who had a bare chest and prominent belly, rose to his feet. He 
positioned himself with his legs wide apart behind the young woman, who 
was walking in the other direction. While picking his nose with a large 
gesture and demonstratively scratching his crotch, he shouted after her, 
‘How happy you’ve made me, you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve seen 
since I got out of bed!’ The group of men laughed hard, and the woman 
looked down without any reaction. One of my friends said, ‘Did you see 
that, how disgusting?’ 

The comment in itself would not have been considered rude, but the way 
it was framed, through the man’s exaggerated moves, picking his nose and 
scratching his crotch, was considered ‘disgusting’. These gestures were not 
seen by the woman he was commenting on, and I read them as directed at 
the group of men. In a sense, the woman became a necessary instrument 
through which the man could gain a position as brave and daring in relation 
to this homosocial environment. 

This argument is also helpful to understand other aspects of the practice 
of piropos. Importantly, piropos are generally not given to a woman who is 
accompanied by a man. In 2005 I interviewed Elisabet, a woman in her mid-
twenties. In heated terms she told me that she often received piropos from 
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older men of her grandfather’s age. I inquired about her boyfriend Abel’s 
reactions to this, and as Elisabet replied, she associated to another situation: 

Well, in front of me he hasn’t… That is, when I am with Abel, that has never 
happened. 

I remember once, we were crossing [a large traffic junction in Havana] 
and this man came, and he kept staring at me, right? A guy of thirty-
something, something like that.  

And Abel did something like this, he turned around like this, and he did 
this gesture with his hand, like saying, ‘What’s up?’ – right? – ‘What’s up 
with you?’ And this guy… Abel looked back, and he said, ‘This guy is going 
to fight me, we’ll see what happens.’ 

And the guy told him, ‘Shit, man, don’t take it that way [Coño, compadre, 
no te pongas así]. The thing is that I was looking at what’s beside you, 
because she’s a very beautiful girl,’ like that, right? 

So the guy tackled it really well, right? It was like, I don’t know, like he 
shouldn’t think he was being rude, you see? Instead, like, that I was a 
beautiful person, that he was simply appreciating that – right? – but that he 
wasn’t checking me out or anything like that. At least that was what he said, 
it might have been just the opposite. So Abel was like, ‘OK, that’s fine, it’s 
OK, whatever.’ 

Elisabet’s account reflects a very fine line in a double-sided communication 
among men in street interaction. First, for a man to check out a woman who 
is accompanied by another man is considered a challenge to the 
accompanying man’s position and is thought to offend and humiliate him. 
Hence, a man accompanying a woman may look other men warningly in the 
eyes to show that he is alert and ready to meet any insult or comment. 
Second, to check her out might also be taken as a compliment to the 
accompanying man’s conquest and enviable catch, and thus give him a 
certain status position in a male hierarchy. These two are connected; because 
a beautiful woman beside him will give him a status position, other men’s 
comments or stares will be taken as insults or threats against him.  

In the situation above, this fine line was drawn through subtle moves. 
Abel interpreted the stare at Elisabet within the first interpretation above, as 
a challenge; but the other man managed to switch the interpretation into the 
second, as a complimenting admiration of his enviable catch. The situation 
hence turned from a potential fight to a sceptical truce. 

This double-sidedness was also reflected by the male respondents who 
completed my questionnaire. They were asked to exemplify one beautiful 
and one rude piropo that they had heard lately. I also asked what their 
reaction would be if this piropo were to be given to their girlfriend, wife, 
sister, or mother, and asked the respondent to specify which. Some 
respondents stated that a beautiful piropo given to their girlfriend or wife 
would make them feel ‘proud’ or ‘flattered’, because ‘then I’d know that I 
have good taste’ or ‘I’d be happy that the person who I’m with is capable of 
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provoking such an impression’. Others, however, wrote that if the piropo 
were given in their presence, this would be ‘inappropriate’ and the man 
giving the piropo would ‘get in trouble’: ‘If he says it in front of me, I’d find 
it incorrect because she is accompanied’. 

To the question of how the respondent would react if a rude piropo, again 
exemplified by him, were given to his girlfriend, wife, sister, or mother, 
almost all the replies insinuated a violent reaction: ‘It might even end as a 
fight’, ‘I’d feel like killing this someone’, ‘In that same moment, the fight 
starts’, ‘Enter into a beating that no-one will be able to escape’, ‘It depends 
on the size of the guy, but in any case I’d be very bothered’, ‘What I’d do? It 
depends, because if the other guy knows karate…’, ‘I would kick his ass!’ In 
these imaginary reactions, the rude piropos to a woman in his company were 
interpreted as directed towards him. The replies might be read as ways to 
demonstrate masculinity through portraying themselves as strong, proud, 
brave men who were prepared to fight, and who would not let themselves be 
made a fool by appearing coward. 

In 2005 I interviewed Sofia, whom I mentioned above, a woman in her 
late twenties. We talked about our experiences of different kinds of piropos, 
and compared our reactions in such situations. Sofia said that at times she 
would adjust her street clothing so that she would not provoke stares or 
comments. She continued: 

Not even if I walk with Roberto [her boyfriend]. Like sometimes, it’s 
uncomfortable when they keep staring at you shamelessly [así al descaro], 
and I wouldn’t want to put him in a difficult situation. 

Silje: And has he ever done anything in situations like that? 
Sofia: Yes, once it really pissed him off [se puso superfula]. In most cases 

he just ignores it, if it’s not too obvious, if they just look and stuff, if, well, it 
would have to be a very…  

Generally, guys, men have a kind of code, or something like that, like you 
respect the other’s girlfriend [la jeva del otro], supposedly. Supposedly there 
exists that kind of respect, so they don’t bother you directly [no se meten 
directamente]. They do look, and check you out and stuff, so, I don’t know. I 
don’t know how it works for the man in that case, right? Roberto has tried in 
all possible ways to avoid awkward incidents in the streets, so that he won’t 
have to fight all the time. 

Sofia hints at a ‘code’ of respect, an assumed silent contract between men. 
Comments or stares at an accompanied woman are taken as an insult or 
challenge against, or competition with, the man who accompanies her. In 
line with Ramón’s suggestion to downplay the woman’s reaction to a 
comment or performance, and instead highlight the position created in front 
of other men present, women again become instruments to communicate and 
measure strength between men. All the real and imagined examples above of 
gestures, nods, warning glances, or outright fights can thus be interpreted as 
more or less subtle negotiations of hierarchical positions between men.  
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I read this as an appropriation of the arena of the street as a symbolically 
male space. Men are ‘entitled’ to this arena; they move in and use this space 
as if they ‘own it’ (see Skeggs 2004a, 153). The demonstration of 
masculinity in this arena takes the form of an ‘authorized language’ that 
makes it legitimate in itself (see Bourdieu 1977, 170). The street becomes an 
arena of male symbolic power, on which the male gaze is inscribed with the 
power to scan, examine, evaluate, and desire (Bourdieu 2001, 66). In the 
words of Skeggs, this ‘offers to masculinity the power to impose standards, 
make evaluations and confirm validity’ (Skeggs 1997, 112). 

‘Idiosyncrasy’  
In Cuba, the practice of piropos is commonly understood and talked about as 
part of ‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’. Journalist Dalia Acosta writes that piropos are 
‘ingrained in Cuban popular culture’ (Acosta 2005a, 2005b), and historian 
Abel Sierra Madero suggests that piropos ‘are part of our everyday life and 
idiosyncrasy’ (Sierra Madero 2006, 159, my translation).125 Similar 
formulations were repeated to me in practically all my interviews. Ramón, 
for instance, said, ‘Piropos, that’s like the identity of Cubans’. Sandro told 
me: 

They say that it’s in the idiosyncrasy of the Cuban, to celebrate [agasajar] 
women, to try to endulzarlas [lit. sweeten them, approx. seduce them], to 
manage to, I don’t know, at some moment with that girl, to try to seduce her, 
sometimes piropee, an intelligent piropo might sometimes work. 

Using the term ‘idiosyncrasy’, piropos are portrayed as a national 
particularity. The term creates an image of a game with familiar rules that 
‘we all know’. ‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’ also has strong positive connotations of 
national unity and pride. In this context, presenting a good piropo becomes a 
sign of belonging. Beverley Skeggs argues that national belonging creates a 
particular form of legitimacy – ‘to belong is to be legitimate’ (Skeggs 2004a, 
19). This argument helps to contextualize how Sandro, above, explained his 
failure at giving piropos in terms of his own shortcomings, as his lacking a 
special gift. 

Importantly, the formulation of piropos as part of Cuban ‘idiosyncrasy’ 
seems to refer specifically to the beautiful piropos. Above, Nelia framed the 
rude, offensive piropos as ‘vulgar’ and inappropriate expressions of a ‘low 
cultural level’. In my reading, the rude piropos are framed as ‘degenerate’ 
expressions of this positive national idiosyncrasy. Paradoxically, this 
exclusion of ‘inappropriate’ piropos also seems to consolidate the framing of 
beautiful and welcome piropos in terms of the celebrated unity of Cuban 
                                                 
125 The tradition of piropos exists in many other societies. My point here is that in Cuba it is 
portrayed and perceived as ‘typically Cuban’. 
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‘idiosyncrasy’. This again reminds one of the discussion in chapter 4 on how 
the exclusion of certain expressions of eroticism as ‘vulgar’ also delineated 
and reinforced the inclusion of a positive erotization in the image of national 
particularity.  

Another common emic understanding of piropos was as an expression of 
men’s uncontrollable sexual ‘drives’, a conception that I discussed in chapter 
3. Men who expressed desire and admiration for women’s beauty through 
comments or stares in street interaction, were considered to be following an 
inherent nature. Ramón explained this to me in our interview: ‘It’s also like a 
sign of virility, that with such a beautiful woman I can’t hold back [no puedo 
contenerme], I have to show her that “Oh, I’m dying to get her [me muero 
por ella]”.’ 

These ‘drives’ can be communicated through piropos, but also through 
non-verbal performances. When a man sees a woman he finds sexy, he may 
perform a scene as if hypnotized or struck by lightning; he moans loudly, 
hits the wall in despair, and can even rip his clothes while groaning as if in 
pain, following the woman with his eyes. This performance expresses how 
he is trying to handle the instincts aroused by the sight of this beautiful 
woman. The man supposedly cannot control himself, but must stare, moan, 
and scream out the pain provoked by seeing her. Such a performance is 
generally considered a great compliment to the woman, as she has managed 
to arouse such a strong reaction in a man just by her looks or body language. 
The more explosive and ‘uncontrollable’ the performance, the greater the 
compliment. She has ‘made him go crazy’, which is considered to ascribe to 
her a position of sexual ‘power’. Such performances hence play with the 
conception of men’s uncontrollable ‘drives’ and women’s ability to arouse 
these. 

Hence, I trace two ways of framing piropos and other explicit expressions 
of male desire in street interaction; first, as part of Cuban ‘idiosyncrasy’, and 
second, through the conception of ‘drives’. I understand these as processes 
of naturalization, through which the logic of street interaction is legitimized 
and authorized. The game of street interaction is conceived of as a mutual 
erotic interplay, which relates it to a larger positive erotization of 
‘Cubanness’. The conception of men’s uncontrollable ‘drives’ underlies this 
game, and these ‘drives’ are thus embraced as ‘typically Cuban’ and seen as 
profoundly positive. This means that even through a ‘vulgar’ piropo may be 
framed as a ‘degenerate’ form of this national ‘idiosyncrasy’, it is still taken 
as an expression of a male virility or ‘drives’. It is hence included in the 
notion of street interaction as a mutual erotic interplay, which is celebrated 
as a national particularity. 

However, the framing of piropos and other explicit expressions of desire 
in terms of ‘idiosyncrasy’ or uncontrollable male ‘drives’ do not completely 
naturalize these phenomena. My discussion has reflected many examples of 
a conscious verbalization of the rules of the game, of its objectives, 
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strategies, and negotiations. This was also the case with the moaning and 
groaning clothes-ripping performances described above. While these were 
based on the image of an uncontrollable sexual urge, they were nevertheless 
understood as carefully crafted and skilful performances. 

One day I came across Alexis, a male friend of mine, on a central street in 
Vedado. He was in his mid-thirties, and we had known each other for years. 
While we were chatting, a woman passed by us on the sidewalk. Alexis 
turned his head and body 180 degrees, staring as if hypnotized at her bottom. 
I was startled by this sudden interruption of our conversation, and questioned 
him as to why he would do that while talking to me. Our subsequent 
discussion of the situation continued as we went to meet with a group of 
friends. The others got involved in our discussion, and it developed into a 
very heated argument. Some of the guys suggested that Alexis should not 
have stared at the woman’s bottom while talking to me, but that at the same 
time he could not have guessed that I would be offended. On the other side 
of the argument were the women present, who each and every one physically 
gathered as a team and shouted at our male friends that they were all a bunch 
of male chauvinists. I felt quite bad for Alexis, whose actions became the 
illustration of the argument. He looked genuinely sad as he explained to me 
that ‘women want us to stare, they like it, that’s what they want!’ and that 
‘this is what I’ve seen my father do, and my grandfather’. 

Due to the unfortunate development of the discussion, Alexis could not 
rely on the naturalized conception that this woman’s stunning beauty had 
aroused his uncontrollable desire and obliged him to stare. Instead, he was 
forced to present an explanation, and had no trouble formulating several 
conscious and rational reasons to explain his actions. This illustrates that 
expressions of uncontrollable ‘drives’ were not only consciously crafted and 
studied performances; they could also be formulated and explained in terms 
of women’s expectations and the explicit intentions behind the 
performances. 

Challenging strategies 
This fierce and heated argument reflects that women by no means passively 
or silently accept men’s symbolic appropriation of the arena of the street. In 
this section, I will point to the range of active and innovative challenging 
strategies that were applied by my female interlocutors. 

One day I accompanied Sofia on her way to work. We walked through 
some rather deserted blocks in Central Havana, balancing to fit on the tiny 
sidewalk. We were engaged in a conversation when a man passed by us and 
grabbed Sofia’s hair. He continued walking in the opposite direction, turned 
his head towards us, and smiled triumphantly. We were both taken aback 
and the man was far beyond reach before Sofia calmed down enough to 
shout at him, ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ We kept walking, 
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and Sofia was very upset. She cursed the man, adding, ‘Did you see the look 
on that asshole’s face?’ 

We started to talk about receiving rude and offensive piropos, and Sofia 
told me how she handled these comments. At times, she said, she tried to 
enter a state of yoga or meditation so that she would not even notice the 
comments shouted at her. Other times she would walk directly towards a 
man before he even had time to say anything to ask him the time. When I 
interviewed Sofia in 2005 she explained, ‘The guys, if you direct yourself to 
them, they immediately act cowardly [se acobardan en seguida], they go 
down. You see?’ 

As we continued our walk to Sofia’s workplace that day of the hair-
pulling event, Sofia told me that she dreamed of gathering a group of female 
friends who would place themselves along a block and pick a man at whom 
they would shout piropos similar to those received by women. Sofia laughed 
hard and said that she imagined that he would go totally crazy and shit his 
pants, not knowing where to hide. Sofia then told me about an idea that she 
had been elaborating for some time on how to confront men who give you 
rude piropos. Her idea was to prepare small paper notes with messages or 
questions to these men. She explained that this would make them stop for a 
moment and ask themselves what they were doing. However, Sofia had not 
yet decided what would be the best message for the notes. She told me that 
she was considering ‘Small dick’ and ‘Faggot [Maricón]’. Together we 
started inventing crazy messages for the notes. Soon we arrived at her 
workplace, where we met three male friends. We told them about the idea 
and asked for their opinion about the best or most effective message for such 
notes. One of them argued that the note would not matter, as the man had 
already caught your attention, which would only be proven by handing over 
the note. He warned us that the man in question might also use the situation 
to offend us further. One of the other guys thought hard before he concluded, 
‘The answer is evident. You have to put “maricón” on the note.’ ‘Why?’ we 
inquired. ‘Because it’s the most offensive thing you can say to a man!’126 

As we can see, Sofia responded firmly to rude piropos, both in the 
moment and planning ahead. On one end of the scale, Sofia applied 
defensive strategies such as dressing down to prevent stares and comments, 
and if accompanied by her boyfriend, not creating situations in which ‘he 
would have to fight’, as she said in the interview referred to above. Another 
defensive strategy that she applied was entering into a state of yoga to ignore 
any comments (see also Martínez Herrera 2009 for similar strategies). On 
the other end of the scale, Sofia planned a range of pro-active and elaborate 
strategies, such as asking men the time before they had time to say anything 
or handing them notes with messages.  

                                                 
126 I elaborate on this point in chapter 7. 
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I read all these strategies as contesting and challenging men’s symbolic 
appropriation of the arena of the street, and as efforts to actively re-conquer 
it. Several of Sofia’s strategies could also be read as attempts to de-
naturalize the practice of piropos, the rude ones in this case. Her plan of 
written notes would make men reflect on ‘what they were doing’. She also 
dreamed of turning the situation upside down with a collective revengeful 
response to bombard men with the same piropos that women received. This 
would also make them reflect on the order of things. 

The execution of such daring challenging strategies was acknowledged 
with admiration. One day I had a lengthy conversation with two male friends 
who were both in their early thirties. We discussed the topic of piropos and 
our differing experiences from the street. My friends told me about a female 
friend of theirs who was a model and ‘really beautiful’. Whenever she 
received a rude piropo in the street, she would act as if she were a travesti¸ a 
cross-dressing man. She would put her feet wide apart, grab her crotch as if 
holding her ‘testicles’, and say in a loud voice, ‘What do you want? That I 
take out my dick?’ They roared with laughter at this. Through acting as if 
she were a cross-dressing man, she was also suggesting that the man saying 
the piropo had actually piropeed another man. In reality, my friends 
explained, nobody would really think that she was a travesti. However, her 
response would effectively put the man off balance and humiliate him in 
front of any other people present. 

My friends were strongly impressed by her innovative way to handle rude 
piropos. The elements that she used to turn the situation around were derived 
from a playful imitation of men’s behaviour in street interaction: the bold 
and daring confrontation, her straddle-legged position grabbing her crotch, 
and her use of grosería and guapería. Also, she effectively managed to 
humiliate the man in front of other men. These strategies were met with 
great admiration as they managed to outsmart the man through proving 
herself more quick-witted and bold than he was. 

Above I argued that the practice of piropos was naturalized and 
legitimized through framing it in terms of ‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’ and 
uncontrollable male ‘drives’. While this naturalization limited the space for 
possible critique, the active and daring challenging strategies used by my 
female interlocutors also managed to widen this space. Hence, these 
strategies were not just reproductive contestations within a male symbolic 
appropriation of this arena, but also set out to redesignate the premises of 
this appropriation and undermine it (see Skeggs 1997, 129). In Bourdieuan 
terms, the challenging strategies took on the struggle about the terms in 
which street interaction was framed, and contested the symbolic imposition 
of dominant definitions of this interaction (see Bourdieu 2001, 13f.). 

This challenge has also been made explicit by Cuban feminists such as 
psychologist Karelin López. She confronts the naturalizing understandings 
of street interaction discussed above, and instead suggests seeing the practice 
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of piropos as one end of a continuum of sexual harassment.127 López’s 
critique attempts to bring the taken-for-granted familiarity of this practice to 
the fore and put its rules under scrutiny for public debate. 

Harassment 
This Cuban feminist critique suggests including piropos in a wider 
continuum of harassment. I will discuss two practices of street interaction 
that were defined as harassment by my interlocutors – namely tiradores 
(men who masturbate in public) and physical harassment on crowded buses 
– and then relate these to my analysis of piropos above. 

Tiradores  
Tiradores128 are men who masturbate publicly, often at deserted or hidden 
locations in Havana (see Grogg 2008; Martínez Herrera 2009). Common 
locations to encounter tiradores in Havana are the rocks facing the water 
below the Malecón sea wall, and the deserted park facing the university 
stadium. Tiradores can also be encountered at cinemas or in parks and on 
outdoor staircases (see also Acosta 2005a, 2005b). Tiradores are not 
exclusively met at deserted locations; one of my interlocutors told me about 
a man who followed her on a bicycle along a central avenue in Vedado with 
one hand on the handlebar while using the other hand to masturbate. 

All the women I talked to about this phenomenon had experienced 
tiradores first-hand.129 Many had tried walking away quickly, or ignoring the 
man completely as if they had not noticed him. I used the latter strategy 
whenever encountering a tirador, with the result that he would shout and 
clap his hands to catch my attention. Some of my interlocutors told me that 
they had shouted comments at the tirador to get back at him through 
humiliating him. The woman above who was followed by a man 
masturbating while riding a bicycle, said that she was actually fascinated by 
his ability to coordinate his moves: ‘Thinking about it, I should have stopped 
him and asked him to demonstrate in slow motion how he managed to pedal 
and masturbate at the same time!’ Jokingly, she expressed both the 
awkwardness of the situation and a possible sassy and streetwise reaction to 
get back at the man. 

Masturbating publicly is forbidden under penalty of law in article 303b of 
the Penal Code (Código Penal 1987). Karelin López, who has made a study 

                                                 
127 See López (2001, undated), see also Acosta (2005a), Martínez Herrera (2009). 
128 The term tirador comes from the verb tirar, literally to pull or throw. Tirar is also 
synonymous with ‘masturbate’ (regarding men). 
129 For a documentary on this phenomenon, Mírame mi amor (Solaya 2002), the director 
Marilyn Solaya conducted 2.000 interviews. Of the women interviewed, 98 per cent had had 
at least one experience with a tirador and 62 per cent reported several encounters (see also 
Grogg 2008). 
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of sexual harassment, including the phenomenon of tiradores, suggests that 
this article must be revised and that a definition of sexual harassment must 
be developed (López 2001, undated). Masculinity researcher Julio César 
González Pagés criticizes the view of tiradores as a ‘necessary evil’ and 
calls for a national debate on the matter (see Grogg 2008). 

López writes that the women she interviewed for her study considered 
themselves responsible for the harassment, as they ‘incite – with the way 
they dress or the way they act – the irrepressible sex drives of men’ (López 
2001; cited in Acosta 2005b). Thus, López argues, the conception of men’s 
uncontrollable ‘drives’ contributes to holding women responsible for 
harassment. The same reasoning was also common among my interlocutors, 
both women and men. Elisabet told me: 

The woman here is very provocative, you see? Women here dress…, do you 
remember what happened in the period of the licra?130 Women went out in 
licra, and they looked like they were wearing… And it’s still used. So then, 
what’s up? If you don’t want men to bother you [meterse contigo], look at 
you, what you’re wearing! You see? You’re provoking them, you go out 
naked on the streets! 

I interpret Elisabet’s argument in light of the conception of male ‘drives’. As 
discussed in chapter 3, women had the ability to ‘make men go crazy’ and 
arouse their uncontrollable desire. This ability was emically understood to 
ascribe to women a position of ‘sexual power’. Here, this logic seems to 
backfire as women are held responsible when ‘men go crazy’ and cannot 
hold back their uncontrollable urges. López suggests that this logic implies a 
naturalization of male ‘drives’, which implies that women accept a certain 
level of harassment: ‘They react as if this were something normal, natural, a 
given, because it has always happened to women’ (López cited in Acosta 
2005b, see also Artiles de León 2000, 211). 

Camello 
Another common experience among my female interlocutors was physical 
harassment on crowded buses, typically the camellos.131 Their response to 

                                                 
130 The term licra comes from the English registered trademark fabric Lycra. In Cuban 
Spanish, licra refers to tops, bodysuits, shorts, or other clothes made entirely out of elastic 
stretch fabric. In Cuba, these are commonly striped and have bright neon colours such as 
yellow or pink. Although they are not so common anymore, they can be worn by women of 
all sizes and ages, both at home and to go out (see also Rosendahl 1997a, 66). 
131 The camellos [lit. camels] were big buses assembled from the cab of a truck and the frames 
of three normal buses, the middle one mounted somewhat lower than the first and last, so that 
the roofline formed two humps, thereby the name. The camellos were introduced during the 
economic crisis of the 1990s when transportation grew scarce, to transport larger groups of 
people from and between the suburbs. Around 300 persons could fit into a camello. The 
camellos typically had long routes, few stops, and were generally very crowded. They cost 
less than regular buses; during my fieldwork the price was 20 centavos of a Cuban peso 
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this harassment had varied greatly; some said that they had felt embarrassed 
and just moved away, while others told me that they had made a scene, 
shouting and exposing the man. Some said that due to the crowdedness they 
had not noticed the man masturbating against them until they discovered his 
sperm dripping from their skirt or pants onto their shoes, and seeing the man 
getting off the bus in a hurry. Sofia told me in our interview: 

Sometimes guys on buses try to latch on to you [pegarse], you see? And I, 
out of civil or civic respect, have been embarrassed into not kicking up a fuss 
[por respeto civil, o de ciudadana, me ha dado pena armar un escándalo]. 
Above all when I was younger, now I’ve grown up, but when I was younger I 
got much more embarrassed, you see? 

But since I grew up, a couple of times I have pushed him and said, 
‘What’s up with you, do you have a problem? No? So you’ll let me know. 
[Pa’ que me avises]’ and that’s it, conscious that nothing would happen to 
me, that I wouldn’t, that he wouldn’t behave badly, that he wouldn’t assault 
[agredir] me, nor anything like that. 

Silje: And how have they reacted? Do they get embarrassed or… 
Sofia: I don’t know. I think that… I don’t know if they get embarrassed. 

Last time it happened to me, quite a short while ago, it was in a camello, and 
a man placed himself behind me, and said, ‘Excuse me, I’m getting off. 
Excuse me, I’m getting out.’ And getting off was the excuse for him to move 
from one side to the other, but to pegarse, and he did like this [Sofia 
demonstrated pushing her pelvis from side to side]. And so I pushed him and 
said, ‘Back off, what’s up with you? Are you crazy, or do you have a 
problem, or what’s up?’ And then he quickly knocked on the door [to signal 
to the driver to let him off at the next stop], and got off, but he was like, he 
laughed and stared and everything, very annoyed [muy molesto], muy muy 
muy molesto. If I were a man I would have punched him in the face, I have 
felt like doing that. But that’s much more violent, and if I get to punch him, 
what might happen to me, you see? 

Sofia walked the line between not wanting to kick up a fuss and a strong 
wish to expose the man. She dreamed of more violent reactions, but had to 
take into consideration the possible aggressive response of the man in 
question. She was glad that her confrontations of harassers had thus far 
proven fruitful and safe. 

Sofia was not the only one among my interlocutors who considered the 
risks of physically confronting a harasser. Gabriela, a middle-aged woman, 
told me in an interview about her similar experiences during bus rides in 
Havana: 

I hate buses. You stand there, and then you feel someone behind you with an 
erection. You move a little, he moves after you, you move a little more, he 

                                                                                                                   
instead of 40 centavos for a regular transportation fee. In 2007-2008 the camellos were taken 
out of service and replaced by new Chinese buses. These travel the same routes and are 
equally crowded. 
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follows. Some women hit them, but I don’t want to create a scandal. Once I 
even sat down and felt an erection against my shoulder. I put up with it, 
because my husband and son were there, so that they wouldn’t notice. They 
would have beaten him down, and I wanted to avoid problems. 

Some of my female interlocutors had opted for avoiding camellos and other 
crowded buses altogether,132 or took precautions such as making sure they 
leaned their backs and bottoms against the window in the bus, so they could 
survey everyone and everything. This constant alertness reflects the fact that 
public transportation is a very loaded site. 

As mentioned, Karelin López argues for an understanding of physical 
harassment as a continuum that also includes piropos. She suggests that 
these practices are naturalized through a similar logic of male ‘irrepressible 
sex drives’ (López 2001, cited in Acosta 2005b). I see several points of 
connection between the process of naturalization that López points out, and 
the legitimation through framing piropos in terms of Cuban ‘idiosyncrasy’. 

For men, the ability to present good piropos became as a marker of 
national belonging, and lacking this ‘gift’ was interpreted as an individual 
shortcoming. Giving piropos – beautiful or rude ones – was a way to 
demonstrate a daring and brave masculinity and to gain a position within a 
male homosocial hierarchy. Moreover, the practice of piropos was viewed as 
an ingredient of the mutual erotic interplay of street interaction, relating it to 
a larger positive erotization of ‘Cubanness’. Other more explosive 
expressions of desire in street interaction were seen as great compliments to 
the women who had managed to arouse them. 

‘Vulgar’ and ‘inappropriately’ sexualizing piropos were framed as 
‘degenerate’ expressions of this positive national idiosyncrasy. Such 
‘degenerate’ piropos were explained in terms of ‘low cultural level’ and 
grosería, making use of the classed and racialized connotations of these 
concepts. And the other way around: classed and racialized difference was 
demarcated through examples of ‘vulgar’ or ‘inappropriate’ sexualization. 
Paradoxically, the hierarchy that was created through the exclusion of rude 
piropos as a form of ‘degeneration’ seemed to consolidate the role of 
piropos as an element of a positive national particularity and ‘idiosyncrasy’. 

I argued that piropos worked as an appropriation of the arena of the street 
as a symbolically male space. This appropriation, together with the processes 
of naturalization and legitimation discussed above, also created a frame for 
developing challenging strategies. Creating a space for conflict and 
resistance on this arena implied a challenge to the inclusion of piropos as an 

                                                 
132 As Vedado is centrally located in Havana, some of my interlocutors could walk to and 
from work and to visit friends and extended family. Often, however, there was no other option 
than taking a bus, as very few of my interlocutors had the economic resources to get about in 
taxi. 
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element of national particularity, specified through the use of the term 
‘idiosyncrasy’. It also implied a challenge to naturalized gendered 
conceptions of sexuality, such as the ‘irrepressible sex drives’ of men, and in 
connection with this, the sexual ‘power’ ascribed to women through their 
capacity to arouse those ‘drives’. In this sense, my female interlocutors’ 
creative strategies against rude or offensive piropos indirectly also 
challenged underlying conceptions that held women responsible for 
harassment, even though the resistance to harassment as such appeared more 
defensive as women considered the potential risks of a more confrontational 
response. 
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6. Hierarchical homosocial bodies 

In the preceding chapter, I showed how men who excelled in the game of 
street interaction also gained status in a male homosocial hierarchy. 
Homosociality was thus crucial to demonstrating ideal masculinity and to 
negotiating positions among men. This chapter turns to an analysis of female 
homosocial settings for the production of beauty. These settings were central 
to creating a sense of community and alliance, through shared practices of 
producing beauty. At the same time, the talk of such bodily practices was 
also used to mark difference and distinction through inscribing a specific set 
of values in the body. While the conception of a ‘typically Cuban’ female 
body ideal was cherished among my interlocutors, the female body also 
became a new site for creating hierarchies in a historic moment of post-
crisis. This relates back to the argument in chapters 4 and 5 on how central 
sites for establishing unity and national particularity were also used to mark 
difference and create a position of privilege. 

‘Corporeal capital’ 
One afternoon in 2005 I visited Regla and got to know her friend Caridad; 
both women were middle-aged. During the past year, Caridad had had her 
eyelids operated on and had had a facelift. Inspired by her, Regla had 
recently had her eyelids done, and was waiting for them to heal to continue 
with the facelift. During my fieldwork, I followed the process of Regla’s 
surgery closely. Her mother had also had cosmetic surgery, and her sister 
said that she was considering it. 

During my visit, I asked Regla and Caridad why they had had cosmetic 
surgery. Caridad said, ‘You do it for your own sake. This surgery helps to 
boost your self-esteem.’ Regla added, ‘And that makes it easier to find a 
boyfriend.’ In fact, Regla found a new boyfriend just after she had her 
facelift, a short time after our conversation. On another occasion, her sister 
made a direct link between these two events, telling me, ‘She [Regla] had the 
surgery to get a man, and look, she got one right away!’ 

At the day of my visit, Regla and Caridad told me about a friend of theirs 
whose husband treated her badly; he called her names, complained about her 
food and housework, and cheated on her. Regla explained, ‘She felt really 
bad about herself. So then she had the [cosmetic] surgery, and afterwards she 
felt so great about herself that she even kicked out her husband!’ 
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These success stories, that of Regla and her friend, presented cosmetic 
surgery in direct relation to an actual or potential male partner. In their 
accounts, surgery appeared as a win-win situation; it would boost your self-
esteem, which would either help you find a new partner or give you the guts 
to kick out one that treated you badly. Either case was a victory. 

A similar story was presented to me in more detail when I interviewed 
Luisa, a woman of forty-five who worked at the local level of the 
Communist Party of Cuba (PCC). We came to talk about cosmetic surgery, 
and Luisa told me that she would not mind making some minor surgical 
improvements of her looks. I retold the anecdote that Regla and Caridad told 
me about the woman who had cosmetic surgery and kicked out her husband. 
Luisa nodded thoughtfully several times, and then told me: 

I studied with a girl in high school, and then we started working together in 
the municipal government. She was very intelligent, she is an engineer. But 
she’s the kind of woman who easily gets fat, very easily she gets fat. She’s 
my age. And she has had like three or four operations. And she started getting 
fatter and fatter, and then her husband started looking down on her 
[depreciarla]. And she told me how he walked by her and said, ‘You’re a 
fatty, you’re inedible,’ or something like that. 

And she told him, ‘Look, you’ll see.’ And Silje, I wish you could have 
seen her. She had surgery on everything. She became… beautiful. Beautiful. 
And then she immediately went to study [abroad]. And she stayed there for, I 
don’t know how long. And the story turned the other way around.  

Silje: Yeah? 
Luisa: The man, who is also the father of her children, like crazy after her. 

At present – this was some years ago, right? – at present he’s crazy about her. 
And she, perfectly, stayed with him – right? – because she was still in love 
with him, and he’s the father of…  

But it hurt her so much, him looking down on her [que la despreciara], so 
she went ahead [cogió pa’lante] and did everything. She did her breasts, she 
did her belly, she made herself a tiny little waist. She looks like a model. But 
look [fíjate]… but she did it little by little, first she did the breasts, then this, 
then that… Imagine [Fíjate] what she felt like, that she couldn’t… and she 
went ahead and did everything. And she told me, and she said, ‘Do you know 
why I did all this? Because my husband looked down on me [me despreció]. 
Me despreció. He called me fatty, and whatnot.’  

And that’s what you’re saying, that many do it because…, of course, she 
did not leave her husband, but… And with her [the woman of my anecdote, 
my comment] the same thing happened, she was looked on at a certain 
moment, and bang [ya], she boosted [levantó] her self-esteem, and said, now 
I will…  

In Luisa’s interpretation, the two stories about the woman who kicked out 
her husband and the one who stayed with hers were actually about the same 
thing. They told of women who grew tired of being looked down upon and 
decided to have cosmetic surgery to boost their self-esteem. In one case this 
had a separation as a consequence, and in the other the woman gained a 
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more considerate husband. In both cases, it seemed, a problem was solved, 
as these women boosted their desirability and gained leverage, a better 
position of negotiation, in the power struggle of couplehood. 

In this context, I read cosmetic surgery as an investment in a form of 
‘corporeal capital’ (see Skeggs 1997, 101f.). Within the logic of the accounts 
above, this investment yielded high profit in the arena of couplehood, 
through a direct payback of new, better partners or better treatment from the 
current one. In her analysis, Beverley Skeggs argues that investments in 
appearance have limitations: ‘Appearance depreciates at a rapid rate’ due to 
its youth-specific inscription (ibid., 107). In relation to my material, this was 
not necessarily so. Instead, appearance seemed to be a site in which it was 
relatively easy to invest, and where investments also brought direct payback. 
Appearance did not necessarily deteriorate with time, but was open to 
improvements. Cosmetic surgery was one among a range of bodily 
modifications available to invest in this corporeal capital. As I will show 
below, these modifications were mainly carried out and assessed in all-
female homosocial settings. 

Homosocial production of beauty 
During my fieldwork in 2002, I spent almost every Sunday at Idolidia’s 
place in a less privileged suburb of Havana. Idolidia, who was then around 
forty, was very busy on weekends as female family members, friends, and 
neighbours gathered at her apartment for manicure and pedicure sessions. 
Sometimes neighbours ‘passed by’, but they almost always ended up in 
Idolidia’s manicure chair. Occasionally, male family members passed by or 
watched TV in our presence, but otherwise these weekend gatherings were 
homosocial, exclusively female. 

Idolidia was a sociable hostess who served us coffee and chatted while at 
the same time seating her guests in line awaiting her treatment. She always 
had many clients-visitors, as it was generally acknowledged that she did a 
thorough job and created satisfactory results. She was well liked, and her 
sociability was an important part of her role; she created the air of a social 
visit of friendly chatting and thus managed to make the manicure session 
seem more like a favour than a business transaction. 

We, her clients-visitors, normally left Idolidia a small sum of money for 
her effort, such as five or ten Cuban pesos. However, if someone did not 
have money right there and then, Idolidia formulated the manicure as a 
favour. Idolidia did not have a day job, and her income from these weekend 
gatherings was spoken of as ‘extra money’ even though she actually 
contributed the lion’s share of the household economy. Idolidia seldom took 
any breaks, and then only to have a fast shot of coffee, as an important 
aspect of these sessions for her was making this ‘extra money’. 
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A manicure and pedicure was a long process that could take up to an hour 
per person. The others who were waiting in line chatted while impatiently 
glancing to check on the progress being made. As a first step, Idolidia 
soaked our hands and feet in soapy water. Then, placing us in a chair facing 
her, she started by cutting and filing our fingernails and toenails, massaged 
and rubbed our feet with a stone, applied creams and perfumes, and finally 
decorated the nails with colourful combinations of nail polish. Idolidia was 
extremely efficient, and combined the repetitive activities with inquiries 
about the person’s special wishes considering nail shape and colour of 
polish. Sometimes she also washed, dyed, and styled our hair, and groomed 
eyebrows and other facial hair. 

The first time I received this treatment it hurt a lot, and my debut was to 
be well remembered and much ridiculed. Idolidia and the other visitors 
sighed over my hopelessly unelaborated nails, laughed at my fear of her 
different instruments of cutting and filing, and exchanged astonished looks 
when tears appeared in my eyes as Idolidia, in a rough and experienced 
manner, removed the hard skin surrounding my nails. However, after six 
months of almost weekly elaboration of my hands and feet, I willingly 
waited in line to surrender to the delicious treatment which left me with 
sweet-smelling hands and feet, perfectly manicured nails, and impressively 
styled shiny hair. 

During the sessions we exchanged beauty products and gossiped 
extensively, mixed with the occasional political discussion. On the one hand, 
I received numerous pieces of advice on creams and sit-up techniques that 
would help me preserve my young looks and thus ‘be able to get hold of a 
man’, a matter which Idolidia considered urgent on my part. On the other 
hand, I also developed friendships characterized by deep complicity and 
solidarity. I felt privileged to take part in this almost exclusive homosocial 
environment. As we shared investments of time and energy in practices of 
producing beauty, we also created a safe, generous, and solidaric space 
which we treasured and longed for during the weekdays. 

In her research on adolescent girls in a high school in Stockholm, 
anthropologist Fanny Ambjörnsson discusses the sharing of each others’ 
beauty production as acts that confirm a homosocial sense of community 
(Ambjörnsson 2004, 167). Ambjörnsson suggests a definition of 
homosociality as same-gender bonds of friendship that consist of loyalty, 
identification, shared experiences of alliances, but also a moral system of 
norms and expectations.133  

In a similar manner, Beverley Skeggs points to the homosocial character 
of dressing up and putting on make-up together among her interlocutors. The 
process of looking good, writes Skeggs, enabled her interlocutors to share 
interests and intimacy with friends (Skeggs 1997, 104). Their shared ‘putting 
                                                 
133 Ambjörnsson (2004, 320f., my translation), also referring to Hirdman (2001, 19ff.). 
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on of femininity’ was experienced ‘as a form of camaraderie’: ‘This 
collective putting on is about women being close, safe and self-indulgent. It 
is for themselves. It is a way of belonging and feeling secure’ (Skeggs 1997, 
106).  

I suggest that homosociality was central to the production of beauty at 
Idolidia’s place. This environment was permeated by the characteristics 
mentioned by Ambjörnsson and Skeggs: loyalty, friendship, belonging, 
alliances. It was a safe and secure space of friendship and ‘camaraderie’. 
This sense of shared experiences was conditioned by the homosocial 
character of the setting. 

Ambjörnsson further analyses the relationship between homosociality and 
heterosexuality. She argues that in her research, the homosocial community 
among women was a source of security and identity which was as important 
as or more important than the heterosexual encounter (Ambjörnsson 2004, 
127f.). However, Ambjörnsson stresses that the homosocial context that was 
created through sharing bodily practices ‘seemed to depend on the 
conception of the heterosexual encounter’ (ibid., 168, my translation). This 
analysis might also be fruitful for understanding what took place at Idolidia’s 
place. As mentioned, Idolidia’s rough and rigorous handling of my hair and 
nails, and her advice on various techniques to keep up my looks, were 
closely connected with her encouragement of an active quest for a man on 
my part. 

Ambjörnsson argues that talk of potential male partners also defines 
female homosociality, and that heterosexuality and homosociality may hence 
condition each other (ibid., 136f.). The metaphor that I suggested in the 
chapter on couplehood, of men and women as two oppositional forces that 
both attract and repel each other, resonates with Ambjörnsson’s argument 
about the relation and connection between homosociality and 
heterosexuality. Such an ‘attraction between opposites’, she argues, requires 
‘that this opposite is defined, charged, and singled out precisely as different 
[...] Also, the possibility of defining oneself as heterosexual requires that the 
relation to the same gender is structured and regulated within a clearly 
delimited and discernible friendship collective’ (ibid., 137, my translation). 
This way, she argues, homosociality and heterosexuality condition a 
naturalized gender division (ibid.) and both make up central components to 
constitute gender. 

As to my material, at Idolidia’s place men were not particularly present. 
We hardly noticed it when Idolidia’s husband passed through to go to the 
bathroom, and our conversations circled around many a subject before 
touching upon men. Still, Ambjörnssons analysis contributes to discerning 
how such a homosocial setting might be conditioned by heterosexuality. Our 
female exclusiveness and sense of alliance was based, as Ambjörnsson 
suggests, on the exclusion of a discernibly different group – men – that had 
no place near our treasured community. Also, our shared practices of 
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producing beauty cannot be seen independent of heterosexuality. Enhancing 
our physical attractiveness – though carried out among women forming all-
female friendships – was also part of a process of boosting our heterosexual 
desirability. The man Idolidia’s insisted I should ‘get hold of’ was not a real 
man, only the imaginary reward for my beautifying practices; yet she was in 
fact busy constructing my heterosexual desirability. 

At Idolidia’s, I also learnt that looking good is hard work: producing beauty 
in this homosocial environment required large investments of time and 
energy. As Skeggs writes about her interlocutors: ‘Looking good involved 
dedication, commitment, labour, knowledge, friendship and being in an all 
female group’ (Skeggs 1997, 104). This labour and knowledge was evident 
in Idolidia’s semi-professionalized production of beauty. 

The semi-professionalization of these beautifying practices could be 
interpreted as a reflection of a specific conception of beauty as something 
that can be produced. This is similar to anthropologist Thaïs Machado-
Borges’ analysis from south-eastern Brazil, where, she suggests, ‘beauty is 
not necessarily something that is inherent in the individual. Rather, beauty 
can be achieved and produced through proper consumption’ (Machado-
Borges 2008a, 44). Machado-Borges discusses idiomatic expressions for 
referring to grooming and styling in south-eastern Brazil, such as ‘producing 
oneself’ (see ibid., 43f.). In that context, to say that a person looks 
‘completely produced’ implies acknowledging and complimenting the effort 
of improving one’s appearance (ibid., 44f.). 

In Cuba, the common term for a groomed and styled person is 
‘arreglado/-a’, which means approximately ‘fixed’ or ‘groomed’. It refers to 
creating an appearance through a wide range of practices such as make-up, 
hairstyle and outfit. I would argue that it reflects a conception of beauty 
similar to that pointed out by Machado-Borges: beauty is not seen as 
inherent in the person but rather as a product that is actively and 
instrumentally created. 

Within this conception, beauty need not appear ‘natural’ and the labour 
behind its production does not necessarily need to be hidden (see 
Ambjörnsson 2004, 160ff.). In Cuba, the ‘artificial’ does not generally seem 
to be devalued and the labour behind the production of beauty may be visible 
(see also Machado-Borges 2008a, 43f.). The extent of this visibility might of 
course differ somewhat among different groups and strata. Still, I would 
argue that what is aimed at is not so much to look ‘natural’, but rather to use 
what one has got, to improve and fix that, and not necessarily to conceal the 
labour behind producing this appearance. 

Machado-Borges also points to the production of beauty through 
consumption (Machado-Borges 2008a, 44). She refers both to the 
consumption of beauty products, and to consumption through and around the 
body (such as beauty treatments, diets, fashions, cosmetic surgery). This 
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point is interesting in relation to my material as well. Among my 
interlocutors, collective grooming activities were often planned with the 
words ‘when x beauty product appears [in the market]’. In Cuba, many 
beauty products such as shampoo, hair dye or make-up are expensive as they 
are sold in convertible pesos with hard currency value. But more often they 
are acquired through the informal economy, where the original products are 
traded or bartered in Cuban pesos.134 However, the consumption of beauty 
products is maintained even when such products are not available. During 
the economic crisis of the 1990s, alternative beauty products were invented, 
such as home-made shampoo, beauty creams, nail polish, and soap (Alcázar 
Campos 2007, 43). This means that in the Cuban context, the consumption 
of beauty products is not necessarily a way to show off resources. 

Skeggs discusses how her interlocutors considered the consumption of 
beauty products ‘a treat’ (Skeggs 1997, 108). This view was also common 
among my interlocutors. My friend Zusel told me how much she enjoyed 
taking long baths, shaving, and manicuring her hands and feet. She 
explained that these activities made her feel comfortable with herself: ‘When 
I don’t have nail polish on my toes, I feel undressed! But then I just polish 
my toenails and then I feel comfortable again.’ Grooming and manicuring 
made Zusel feel whole, complete, and, through this, good about herself. 

Skeggs argues that through this approach, the ‘feel-good’ about the body 
becomes marketable; it becomes a product to be consumed. In this sense, the 
use and consumption of beauty products may become ‘an incitement to 
individuality’ as ‘[w]omen are addressed as “free” to construct themselves 
through consumption’ (Skeggs 1997, 108). So even though the consumption 
of beauty products among my interlocutors did not necessarily express 
‘showing off’ resources, this consumption could be read as a way to 
establish a specific form of individuality, through demonstrating an active 
and conscious control of the production of the body. I will explore this 
argument throughout the rest of this chapter. 

Diets and weight loss 
Above, I stressed the importance of a homosocial setting for the production 
of beauty, and its sense of community, solidarity, and alliance. However, I 
will also argue that among my interlocutors, the body became a site for 
demarcating difference and distinction, in ways that must be related to 
Cuba’s specific historic moment. 

One day in 2006 I met with Esmeralda and Rosa, two middle-aged 
women, as we paid a social visit to a mutual friend. I was chatting with 

                                                 
134 By chance I came to know of the network that organized the informal trade of hair dye in 
Havana. Although some members had been imprisoned for crimes related to this trade, the 
business of hair dye was lucrative enough to keep it going in spite of this risk. 
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Esmeralda when Rosa arrived with her twenty-year-old daughter. As they 
entered, Rosa stared at Esmeralda and immediately exclaimed, ‘Oh my God, 
you have lost so much weight! When I heard, I believed it, but I could never 
have imagined this!’ Esmeralda smiled, thanked Rosa for the compliment, 
and showed us her new jeans that she had just bought to fit her new size. 
‘They are a 34! Just like a young girl’s size!’ Esmeralda said proudly. Rosa 
shook her head and repeated that Esmeralda looked absolutely amazing. 

Esmeralda explained that she had started working out at home every day, 
as well as eating smaller portions and dining early. She demonstrated some 
of her exercises, and showed us how she could reach her toes with her 
fingertips: ‘Before, I couldn’t do that because of my belly!’ Rosa interrupted 
and declared that she was also quite agile even though she was a little bit 
overweight. She rose and started bending down trying to reach her toes. Her 
daughter looked at me awkwardly and I smiled at her in complicity. 

As she got up, Rosa exclaimed, ‘First thing tomorrow I’ll start!’ 
Esmeralda laughed, ‘That’s how we Cubans are, always, tomorrow I’ll 
start!’ Rosa asked teasingly, ‘Oh, so you think I should start today?’ I 
inserted, ‘It’s better to do it gradually, en vez de matarse [lit. instead of 
killing oneself].’ Rosa told us that she had actually started eating a little less 
and already felt less heavy. She turned to her daughter, ‘Didn’t I tell you the 
other day how I have become too fat? I don’t like myself; I’m tired of feeling 
fat.’ 

Again, Rosa repeated that it was incredible how great Esmeralda looked. 
‘But it’s important to eat regularly!’ Rosa added, raising her finger in a 
warning gesture. Esmeralda replied, ‘But no extremes! If I want to have ice-
cream, I do, although not every day. Everything without matarse [killing 
oneself]!’ Rosa gave me a conspiratorial look: ‘The lasagna…’ (We had 
planned to cook lasagna together in a few days.) We all laughed and decided 
that it would be okay to eat lasagna just for one day. 

In this situation, Esmeralda’s new slim body became the evidence of a 
formidable success story. Rosa expressed her astonishment and admiration 
for Esmeralda’s weight loss in over-explicit terms. This offered Esmeralda 
an open field to generously share her weight-loss strategies and demonstrate 
her exercises, and Rosa immediately picked up the baton. Along with her 
admiration for Esmeralda’s achievement, Rosa was very particular in her 
emphasis on the importance of eating regularly. When I contributed the 
suggestion that one must not ‘kill oneself’, I was repeating a phrase from a 
number of similar conversations. As it turned out, in our conversation we 
actually echoed each other word for word, creating a space of agreement and 
encounter. 

Rosa’s warning could also be read as an insinuation that Esmeralda’s 
effort was a little ‘exaggerated’. Through her own comment about the 
lasagna, Rosa displayed a relaxed and humorous glint in her eye. But 
Esmeralda had no trouble picking up on Rosa’s warning finger; in any case, 
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she had the upper hand as her body was the living proof of her own 
achievement. In my reading, the subtle moves through which the limits of 
‘extreme’ versus ‘appropriate’ regimes of weight loss were negotiated 
between Rosa and Esmeralda, balance on the fine line between admiration 
and envy. Rosa established that she was not satisfied with her current weight 
and concluded that she would follow Esmeralda’s example. By doing so, not 
only did Rosa confirm Esmeralda’s admirable accomplishment of self-
improvement. Rosa also portrayed herself as woman who was conscious of 
her diet and determined to take matters into her own hands. In my reading, 
both Rosa and Esmeralda communicated a conscious and active control of 
the production of their individual bodies. 

This situation may serve as a point of departure for an analysis of how my 
interlocutors talked about diets and weight loss. After a short introduction of 
these issues, I will contextualize the topics of weight and weight loss in 
Cuba’s specific historical context and in relation to bodily ideals that are 
perceived as typically ‘Cuban’. 

Among my female interlocutors, strategies of weight control were of 
constant concern. As reflected in the conversation between Rosa and 
Esmeralda, telling a woman that she had lost weight was in most cases a 
great compliment. In Cuba, weight is generally a popular topic of 
conversation, and comments on a person’s gain or loss of weight are a 
common way to start a conversation. At the beginning of this chapter I 
introduced Luisa, a middle-aged woman whom I interviewed in 2005. When 
we finished the interview, Luisa asked me to tell her about Sweden, or rather 
about what I found different in Cuba compared to Sweden. I thought for a 
moment and said that in Cuba, I had felt baffled at times with comments on 
my weight as an opening phrase of a conversation, being greeted, for 
instance, with the phrase ‘Hello, you’re fat’ or people trying to convince me 
that I had gained weight. Luisa looked at me with a puzzled expression and 
asked me why I thought this was strange. I answered that to me it might 
seem rude and even mean. Luisa started laughing and stared at me in 
astonishment: ‘Really?!’ She explained that this was not mean at all, on the 
contrary, it might be said as an expression of concern, ‘You want to point 
this fact out to your friend so she will guard her weight and not gain 
excessively.’ 

Luisa’s explanation accompanied me for the remaining time of my 
fieldwork, and I started to notice my female interlocutors’ reactions 
whenever they were told that they had gained weight. Often they 
acknowledged this fact in a worried voice, entering into a conversation on 
food, dieting, and acquaintances who had gained or lost weight. These 
conversations often impressed me with what seemed like a thorough 
knowledge of calories and nutrition values. 

The most widely discussed strategy of weight control among my female 
interlocutors was diets. Infinite varieties of diets were passed on, often 
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accompanied by a story of a friend of a friend who lost twenty pounds in a 
week. Common diets recommended quitting bread or rice, although in 
practice this was not popular or even possible, as both are staple foods. Other 
popular diets recommended drinking only tea, or drinking water that 
eggplant had been soaked in. Smoking, or not quitting smoking, were other 
strategies of weight control. Quitting eating completely for some days was 
also mentioned as an effective diet, although this did not seem very popular 
in practice. Barbara, a woman of forty, described her own strategies for 
weight control in an interview: 

I eat little, I drink a lot of juice. I run, or walk a lot. When I run I use a faja.135 
Then for instance, if I eat two rolls of bread today, tomorrow I will go 
hungry. If I have a job where the meals are included, or if I have a snack, I 
don’t eat lunch, and the other way around. Otherwise I’ll get fat. There are 
thousands of things you can do. Among women, physical training is harmful, 
it affects the reproductive organs. But at the same time, it eliminates fat! 

Many of my female interlocutors talked about exercising and described in 
detail how many laps they usually ran around the local park. However, I 
never witnessed any of them doing it. They also discussed the quality of 
different aerobics centres, and we arranged to go do aerobics together, but 
these appointments were never realized. Only one of my interlocutors 
actually seemed to do aerobics, my neighbour Irma, a woman around forty 
who considered herself overweight. During my fieldwork in 2002, we 
regularly attended aerobics classes together. The classes took place at a 
beauty centre, which also offered massage, hair dyeing, and manicure. All 
services were charged in Cuban pesos. The participants in the aerobics 
classes were all women, and with few exceptions they all wore fajas around 
the waist, just like Barbara above. The instructors of the aerobics classes 
were all former competing athletes, and often combined the exercise with 
nutritional advice: ‘You think fruit is OK, but mango has a lot of sugar, 
don’t you dare eat mango! And avocado, don’t even mention it!’ 

With time I grew to understand that the positive attention to weight loss 
that characterized the encounter between Rosa and Esmeralda above did not 
necessarily correspond to how these matters were dealt with among people 
in other socio-economic strata in Havana or the rest of the country. 
Anthropologist Maria Padrón Hernández, whose ethnographic research in 
Havana partly overlapped with mine, focused on a wider range of 
interlocutors in less central parts of Havana. In her research, Padrón 
Hernández stresses the positive connotations ascribed to physical roundness 
as symbolizing health and (economic) well-being (Padrón Hernández 2007, 
forthcoming). Among her interlocutors, pointing out a person’s (man or 

                                                 
135 A faja is a broad blue ribbon belt used to sweat and lose weight specifically around the 
waist. 
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woman) weight gain was often taken as a compliment, while thinness on the 
contrary might provoke worry. 

From my own stays in less privileged and less central parts of Havana, I 
also experienced how physical roundness was ascribed a whole different set 
of connotations there than among my more privileged interlocutors who 
lived in Vedado. It was clear that fat often symbolized wealth and that being 
fat was not an option available to everybody. By way of illustration, in 
spring 2002 I spent some time in a non-central part of Havana in a relatively 
crowded neighbourhood. One day I was watching TV with an acquaintance 
when the news featured a minister of government who spoke about the 
recent achievements of the socialist revolutionary process [logros de la 
Revolución]. At the time, my acquaintance, who was a woman in her late 
twenties, had health problems due to her being underweight and was trying 
to put on weight as her doctor had instructed. As we watched the minister of 
government, she exclaimed in an angry voice, ‘Of course he thinks that 
everything is fine, just see how fat he is!’ 

My acquaintance reflected a common frustration and anger with what was 
perceived as privileged access to resources among high political officials. In 
this example, she made a direct and immediate connection between the high 
position of this official and his generous body volume, taking the latter as a 
reflection of his assumed abundance of food, which she lacked. Thus, fat 
was not only taken as a symbol of wealth, but in this case the unjust 
distribution of wealth in today’s Cuba was given a literal corporeality 
through the government minister. 

This direct link between physical roundness and abundance of food must 
be understood in relation to Cuba’s recent economic crisis. In the 1980s the 
material standard in Cuba seems to have been relatively satisfactory due to 
the favourable exchange with the Soviet Union. As mentioned in chapter 2, 
the fall of the Soviet bloc brought with it a period of extreme scarcity and 
hardship in the first half of the 1990s. During this period, practically all 
Cubans residing in the island experienced hunger. This period of scarcity 
came as a shock for many people. The sudden change to actual hunger had 
physical consequences such as visible weight loss and health problems due 
to malnutrition (see e.g. Díaz Tenorio undated). 

Even though anecdotes from this period are sometimes recounted in 
humorous terms, memories of the lack of food during this period are clearly 
painful. Moreover, memories of going hungry appear strongly connected to 
feelings of shame and a loss of human dignity, as it is compared to having to 
live like animals (see Rosendahl 1994). These memories stem from a very 
recent period of time and may serve as a background to discussions on 
skinniness and weight loss today, which have symbolized lack of food and 
have to some extent been stigmatized. 

In her research from a small town in Eastern Cuba, anthropologist Mona 
Rosendahl argues that having two meals a day of typical Cuban food was 
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experienced as a ‘cultural necessity’, as part of being a real Cuban 
(Rosendahl 1997a, 173). Food had always been a central symbol of the good 
life, something that became even clearer with the lack of it during the 
economic crisis of the 1990s (ibid.). Rosendahl points out that a well-
nourished body was looked upon as a manifestation of the good, dignified 
life and a secure standard of living. With the loss of weight that came with 
the new situation of a general lack of food, ‘the body became a manifestation 
of difficulties in society’ (ibid., 174). 

There is a striking and stark contrast between the recent history of 
scarcity and lack of food, and the constant preoccupation with diets and 
weight loss among my interlocutors. One – admittedly quite literal – 
interpretation might be that the latter preoccupation worked as a way to mark 
a privileged socio-economic position. The talk of diets could be seen as a 
way to signal an assumed abundance of food and thus to communicate a 
certain affluence. This might be read as a way to symbolically mark distance 
from the shameful memories of hunger of recent periods; in line with 
Bourdieu’s argument on how the upper middle class in France marked 
distinction through constructing distance from necessity (Bourdieu 1984, 
613; also referenced in Skeggs 1997, 81). 

To present a less literal interpretation, I would like to refer to Cuban artist 
Magaly Muguercia who discusses the hardships of the period of economic 
crisis of the 1990s. She presents the hypothesis that ‘the nineties engendered 
a “loose” body, not only in the sense of freed or untied but also in the sense 
of “escaped,” thrown out of gear, in some way autonomous or alone’ 
(Muguercia 2002, 184f). The crisis brought a sense of lost control that 
manifested through the body: clothes hanging, painful hunger. The body was 
‘loose’, as in disintegrating, its boundaries dissolving. It was also ‘on the 
loose’: running wild, out of control. In relation to this, my interlocutors’ 
marking of an active and conscious production of the individual body, 
through their talk of professionalized work-out and detailed regimes of 
weight loss, could be read as a reaction to the sense of lost control during the 
recent crisis; as a lasso to catch an ‘escaped’ body on the run.  

Moreover, I would argue that the economic crisis of the 1990s and the new 
economic differentiations that followed opened new ways to mark 
difference. I suggest that the body, as ‘the site upon which distinctions can 
be drawn’ (Skeggs 1997, 84; see also Bourdieu 1984, 190ff.), has become a 
new central site for establishing hierarchies through marking bodies with 
certain characteristics (see Skeggs 2004a, 12f.). The talk of dieting and 
exercise among my interlocutors could be read as a way to demarcate 
distinction through inscribing a specific set of values on the body. 

To shed further light on the local connotations of these practices, I will 
mention an anecdote told me by Maria Padrón Hernández from a less central 
and economically unprivileged suburb of Havana where she used to live. In 
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this neighbourhood there lived a woman who used to dress up in sportswear 
to go jogging. Her neighbours were astonished by this undertaking and quick 
to ridicule her. They were convinced that the only reason she would go 
jogging right through their neighbourhood was that she just wanted to show 
off her fancy clothes, which had been given to her by acquaintances in the 
U.S. ‘She pretends to be a foreigner [Se está hacienda la yuma],’ the 
neighbours suggested. 

This is in sharp contrast to Irma’s dedicated sweating at the aerobics 
classes and Esmeralda’s and Rosa’s exchange of work-out tips. So, what did 
the preoccupation with diets among my interlocutors symbolize, and what 
values were inscribed on their bodies through their evaluations of aerobics 
centres that they did not necessarily visit? Above, I argued that in our 
conversation on Esmeralda’s weight loss, both Rosa and Esmeralda 
demonstrated that they took matters into their own hands through taking 
individual responsibility for their weight fluctuations. I interpreted this as a 
way to communicate a conscious and controlled moulding of the body. 

Further clues to develop this argument are offered by Padrón Hernández’s 
anecdote about the neighbours’ suggestion that the jogging woman was 
‘pretending to be a foreigner’. I suggest that the identification with 
professionalized work-out among my interlocutors could be read as a marker 
of difference precisely due to its connotations of ‘foreignness’. But, in 
contrast to the neighbours of the less privileged neighbourhood where 
Padrón Hernández used to live, this was not ridiculed by my interlocutors. 

In today’s Cuba, ‘foreignness’ has a range of contradictory symbolic 
connotations (see e.g. Alcázar Campos 2010; Padrón Hernández 2011). 
Here, I will only point to a couple of those that are central for my argument. 
Until the 1980s, Cubans who emigrated were officially considered traitors. 
They were occasionally exposed to the infamous ‘repudiation acts’ (see e.g. 
García 1996, 115), when neighbours would collectively gather outside their 
house, and shouting accuse them of disloyalty and treason. Since then, the 
now legal remittances received from family members who have emigrated 
make up a great part of the economy of Cubans residing in the island (and, 
through taxes, also of the Cuban state), and make for new economic 
differentiations. In the same period, a tourist industry has grown (see Alcázar 
Campos 2010) that consists of relatively wealthy foreigners with other 
opportunities than those available to residents of Cuba (see the term ‘tourist 
apartheid’ introduced in chapter 2). Thus, at this specific moment in Cuba’s 
history, I suggest that ‘foreignness’ has symbolic connotations of superior 
economic conditions, an enviable material standard, and the mobility that 
comes with travelling (ibid., 298f., see also Padrón Hernández 2011, 
forthcoming). 

This is a background to understanding how ‘foreignness’ may be used as 
a marker of difference. In this context, my interlocutors’ talk of 
professionalized work-out and strategies of weight loss not only mark 
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La criollita de Wilson 

distance from memories of recent hunger. Due to their symbolic connection 
with ‘foreignness’, they may also work to draw distinction and demarcate a 
position of privilege through the connotations of wealth, power and mobility 
of this ‘foreignness’. 

La criollita 
The choice of the female body as a site for marking difference and creating 
hierarchies may also be contextualized through an examination of the curvy, 
voluptuous female bodily ideal that is considered typically ‘Cuban’. My 
interlocutors explicitly subscribed to this curvy ideal, in spite of what their 
constant preoccupation with strategies of weight loss might suggest. 

In chapter 5 I introduced the questionnaire on piropos that I conducted in 
2006. Out of curiosity I added some questions on gendered ideals and asked 
both men and women what they thought would be ‘the Cuban man’s ideal 
woman’ (for the specific questions, see Appendix). Some of the female 
respondents replied to this question in the following manner: ‘Slim waist, 
big good buttocks’, ‘Not very skinny, with bottom. Waist. Tits. Good body’, 
‘They are interested in beautiful women, with body, voluptuous’, ‘Attractive, 
with good buttocks, Beautiful, with big tits’, ‘Mulata, good legs’. Some of 
the male respondents described the Cuban man’s ideal woman in the 
following terms: ‘That she has a very good body, and that she is beautiful’, 
‘With well pronounced curves’, ‘With a good ass, a good pair of buttocks 
very important’. 

Some of the male respondents 
summarized ‘the Cuban man’s ideal 
woman’ in one concept: ‘Like the 
criollita de Wilson’, or ‘The typical 
criollita de Wilson’. This concept refers 
to the portrayal of the curvy body ideal 
through the main character of the comic 
strips by Luis Felipe Wilson Falera. 
These comics grew famous to the extent 
that a curvy woman can be referred to 
simply as ‘una criollita de Wilson’. In an 
interview in 2006, Wilson Falera pointed 
out that his criollitas should be seen as 
caricatures. But at the same time, he 
insisted that this figure represented an 
empirical reality of Cuban women:  
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The Cuban criolla136 woman is the very complete mulata; there are blond 
ones, but they are exceptions, and many are dyed. In reality, as a rule the 
mulata has pointed round breasts, broad hips and pronounced projection of 
“other parts”. There are women from other latitudes who, if they have big 
breasts, they have skinny calves; if they have broad hips, they are “ironed” at 
the stern. I did not invent that. (Wilson quoted in Sariol 2006, my 
translation)137  

Wilson Falera spells out that the figure of the criollita is a mulata, a mixed-
race woman. Via the historical construction of ‘Cubanness’ as mestizaje (see 
chapter 2), the criollita comes to represent a ‘typically Cuban’ female body 
ideal – of proportionate curves – which is contrasted with ‘women from 
other latitudes’. The particular focus on her hips and buttocks also relates to 
a larger racialized and eroticized image of ‘Caribbean’ bodies.138 

In the preceding chapter on street interaction, I introduced Sofia, a woman 
in her late twenties. During my fieldwork we came to develop a close 
friendship, and we often discussed personal everyday matters around our 
looks. Sofia would inquire about body ideals in Sweden, and talked a lot 
about her doubts and reflections around her body. In an interview, she told 
me, ‘My girl friends tell me that I have the typical body of the Cuban 
woman, you see? With some waist, broad hips, tits, and that stuff. And that 
attracts the attention of any kind of man.’ Sofia was proud of her body and 
happy about her attractive curves. At the same time, she constantly told me 
that she needed to go on a diet. She often commented on her weight loss or 
weight gain, and told me how much or little she had eaten lately. Sofia was 
also one of those friends with whom I made appointments to go to the 
aerobics centre that were never realized. 

Sofia was well aware that her body, which her friends formulated as 
‘typically Cuban’, was admired by women and men alike. Like most of my 
interlocutors, she was horrified by the skinny women in U.S. movies or the 
occasional likewise skinny air stewardess that could be spotted at the airport. 
These were generally considered ugly and bony as they lacked all attributes 
of the ‘typically Cuban’ curvy beauty. 

Thus, in spite of her talk of dieting and working out, Sofia did not want to 
lose her precious curves. But she actively communicated the same kind of 
conscious moulding of her body as Rosa and Esmeralda above, even though 

                                                 
136 The term ‘criollo’ originally referred to persons of Spanish descent who were born and 
raised in Cuba, but is nowadays a term that is used to denote that which is perceived as typical 
of or ‘autochthonous’ to Cuba. 
137 The quote in Spanish: ‘La mujer criolla cubana es la mulata muy completa; hay rubias, 
pero excepcionalmente, y muchas son pintadas. La realidad es que por norma la mulata tiene 
los senos puntiagudos y llenos, las caderas anchas y proyección pronunciada en «otras 
partes». Hay mujeres de otras latitudes que, si tienen los senos grandes, son de canillas; si son 
de caderas anchas, están «planchás» en la popa. Eso no lo inventé yo.’ (Wilson quoted in 
Sariol 2006) 
138 See Saunders (2009, 176, see also Arrizón (2002), Blanco Borelli (2006), Fraunhar (2002). 
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she seldom seemed to practice either her diets or her work-out scheme. To 
reconnect with my argument above, I suggest that her talk of 
professionalized work-out and detailed regimes of weight loss worked to 
inscribe values associated with ‘foreignness’ on her body and hence mark a 
position of privilege. Importantly, this was not done through distancing 
herself from the ‘typically Cuban’ body ideal. On the contrary, Sofia 
cherished her precious curves. At the same time, the talk of aerobics and 
diets worked as a flirtation with the envied wealth, power, and mobility 
symbolized by this ‘foreignness’. 

Cosmetic surgery 
Let me reconnect to the topic of cosmetic surgery, to explore a potential 
tension between the disciplining practices around the body discussed above, 
and the image of a ‘typically Cuban’ female body ideal.  

At the outset of this chapter, I introduced Regla and Caridad, two middle-
aged women who had both had cosmetic surgery recently. As mentioned, 
when I asked Regla why she had had surgery, she argued that it would make 
it easier to find a boyfriend. She continued, ‘If you can help put nature on the 
right track, why not do it? A facelift takes ten years off your age!’ Both 
Regla and Caridad explained at length that cosmetic surgery was the easiest 
thing in the world and that they felt so much better after having done it. 

On the day of our conversation, Regla speculated about a recent rumour 
that cosmetic surgery would soon be charged in convertible pesos with hard 
currency value. She told me that she had decided to have her operations now, 
while it was still free of charge. Regla argued, ‘Look, this country may have 
many faults, but it also has many advantages, and this is one of them: that 
even cosmetic surgery is free of charge!’ Regla’s mother, who had also had 
cosmetic surgery, passed by us in the living-room and commented, ‘You will 
not find one Cuban woman who hasn’t had this surgery – it’s free!’ 

Regla was an active member of the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC), and 
her reference to cosmetic surgery as a positive aspect of the Cuban health 
care system, which is free of charge, resonates with the official discourse on 
the achievements of the Cuban revolution. Still, she would take the 
opportunity now, just in case cosmetic surgery came to be expensive in the 
near future (a rumour that, to my knowledge, has turned out to be ill-
founded). A couple of times, other interlocutors asked me what cosmetic 
surgery would cost in Sweden. I answered that I did not know, but that I 
would guess at least 1,000-2,500 U.S. dollars. These numbers caused 
horrified reactions and on several occasions were followed up with 
comments very similar to Regla’s: This country may have its faults, but at 
least it has this! Gertrudis, another very loyal Communist who had had some 
minor cosmetic surgical improvements, phrased this argument in explicitly 
gendered terms when she told me to write to my mother: ‘Tell her that this 
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revolution is on the women’s side, it even lets us have cosmetic surgery for 
free!’139 

Obviously, Regla’s mother’s comment that I would not be able to find 
one Cuban woman who had not had cosmetic surgery was exaggerated. 
Unfortunately, I have not been able to find statistics that specify the number 
of cosmetic operations in relation to other surgery. Without any statistical 
foundation, I would still venture to suggest that the prevalence of cosmetic 
surgery appears to have increased during the past decade, and that it seems 
most common among middle-aged women. During my fieldwork I got to 
know both men and younger women who had had cosmetic surgery, but 
interestingly, in my company their experiences of cosmetic surgery were not 
discussed as openly as among my middle-aged female interlocutors. 

In line with my argument in this chapter, cosmetic surgery could be taken 
as the ultimate expression of an active control of the production of the 
individual body. As Regla and Caridad talked about their surgery, they 
clearly demonstrated that they were taking matters into their own hands 
through consciously planned self-improvement. This also reflects a notion of 
the body as open to investments, and relates to my argument that appearance 
does not necessarily deteriorate with time and age. 

However, cosmetic surgery was by no means an uncontested matter 
among my interlocutors. In 2005, I conducted a number of interviews with 
women of all ages. I asked the interviewees to comment on Regla’s mother’s 
statement above, that I ‘would not find one Cuban woman who had not had 
cosmetic surgery’. While no one believed this to be the case, several middle-
aged women affirmed that this practice was becoming more common and 
that they had either had this surgery or were considering it. However, 
Vanesa, whom I introduced in chapter 3, replied in a different manner: 

Vanesa: What do you mean, every woman?  
Silje: That all women have done it. 
Vanesa: There’s no way. There’s no way, no, no way. [No tienen como. 

No hay como, no, ¡qué va!]  
Silje: I’m thinking, maybe a little bit older people, but could that really be 

the case? 

                                                 
139 Although in principle cosmetic surgery is indiscriminately accessible and free of charge in 
Cuba, from the experiences of my interlocutors it seemed to require a number of assets. In all 
the cases I came to know about, the first appointment with a surgeon was arranged through 
contacts, often friends who had already had similar surgery. The operations were then 
scheduled directly through the surgeon, which made the waiting-list policy more flexible. All 
those who had undergone cosmetic surgery had reciprocated with personal gifts to the 
surgeon. Moreover, a certain degree of economic solvency and a relatively flexible work 
situation were required to organize the transportation to the hospital, and later to be able to 
stay at home during the rehabilitation process. Also, in cases of major operations, practical 
help with baby-sitting, other care work, and hygiene from (extended) family members or 
friends was necessary. Thus, the access to cosmetic surgery seemed circumscribed by factors 
such as contacts and economy. 
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Vanesa: No. I’ve even heard the opposite comment. That is, that here [in 
Cuba] you see women like they really are. But when you come to a different 
country, like Brazil, you will meet millions of people that have had surgery. 
Liposuction, silicone everywhere.  

Here, plastic surgery is actually quite limited. We have a totally 
subsidized health care system. So, then you won’t operate on a person for the 
simple fact that this person will look more beautiful. It has to be a more 
serious problem, like a deformity that affects the social behaviour of that 
person. That is handled at the level of hospitals. 

Now, if you have a friend who’s a doctor, plastic surgeon, and you have a 
wrinkle, and you want to operate on it, s/he might do you a favour and 
operate on you. But larger operations… I have friends who work at hospitals, 
where there is plastic surgery, and it’s very difficult to get in line for plastic 
surgery. 

Silje: And how does it work, can any person get in line to do it? 
Vanesa: Yes, but any operation has a higher priority than plastic surgery. 

Any one. Any. And there are always people at the hospital, waiting, waiting 
to have an operation of whatever. And damn [vaya], we’re not…, here there 
are not possibilities to operate on everyone just like that.  

Because can you imagine, I don’t know, that instead of working out I 
would prefer to have liposuction, because the time that it takes for me to get 
rid of this belly is tremendous. Do you know how much time I would save 
having a free liposuction? Because of course I would have the liposuction 
rather than working out. All the same, most people work out instead of 
having liposuction. I know millions of people who work out with me, and if 
they knew that you can have a liposuction just like that [de hoy para 
mañana], they would get in line, and they would eat whatever they felt like 
without worrying. 

Vanesa was clearly provoked by Regla’s mother’s statement that all Cuban 
women had had cosmetic surgery. While her stance could be read as contrary 
to Regla’s, the argument Vanesa chose to make her case was, interestingly, 
almost identical to that of Regla and Gertrudis above: according to Vanesa, it 
was precisely because the health care system was free of charge that there 
could not be a generalized practice of cosmetic surgery, as there would 
always be ‘more serious’ medical cases to attend to. However, Vanesa had 
no doubts that personal contacts might ease the access somewhat. Thus, my 
interlocutors used the Cuban health care system both as a positive argument 
– that anyone can have cosmetic surgery for free – and as an argument that 
cosmetic surgery cannot be prioritized. 

In spite of her initial indignation, I would suggest that Vanesa’s approach 
to cosmetic surgery largely overlaps with Regla’s. Regla spoke of her 
operations as ‘the easiest thing in the world’ which ‘helped put nature on the 
right track’. Likewise, Vanesa did not question that surgery would be the 
easiest way to ‘flatten her belly’. Hence, even though Vanesa disbelieved the 
generalized nature of cosmetic surgery in Cuba, she did not question that 
anyone would prefer liposuction to the time, sweat, and effort required by 
working out. In my interpretation, Regla and Vanesa reflect a similar 
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conception of the ‘natural body’ as something that can be overcome (see 
Machado-Borges 2008a, 43ff.). Moreover, cosmetic surgery seemed to fit 
well with other strategies to demonstrate a conscious and instrumental 
moulding of the body, and might be one among other practices to inscribe 
values associated with ‘foreignness’ on the body and hence mark a position 
of privilege. 

However, Vanesa was provoked by the idea that cosmetic surgery could 
be done on a whim and even financed by the esteemed subsidized health care 
system. She took great care to point out that in Cuba, ‘you see women like 
they really are’ in contrast to what she portrayed as Brazilian women with 
‘silicone everywhere’. Vanesa’s juxtaposition of Brazilian and Cuban 
women was clearly favourable to the latter. One clue to why Vanesa found 
the suggestion that ‘every Cuban woman’ had had cosmetic surgery so 
provoking might thus be the centrality of the female body as a site to mark 
national pride and unity through the figure of the criollita. In this context, 
the phenomenon of cosmetic surgery reveals a tension between a conception 
of the body as open to interference, and a notion of Cuban women’s inherent 
beauty that is assumed not to be in need of liposuction and silicone.  

Here, I trace a double-sidedness in the notion of ‘Cubanness’. On the one 
hand, the image of an inherent ‘typically Cuban’ female beauty was an 
important ingredient to mark national particularity and pride. At the same 
time, hierarchies were created within this unity through playing with the 
connotations of ‘foreignness’. The female body thus became a site for 
marking unity but also for creating hierarchies within a context of new 
differentiations. 

Homosocial hierarchies 
To sum up my argument in this chapter, female homosocial settings were 
central to creating a sense of community and alliance through shared 
practices of producing beauty. These settings were cherished spaces of 
intimacy, characterized by complicity and solidarity. Shared investments in 
the body were often evaluated in direct relation to couplehood, and these 
homosocial practices to produce beauty were hence central to boosting 
heterosexual desirability. 

At the same time, disciplining practices around the body became a way to 
mark distinction through inscribing a specific set of values in the body. The 
talk of professionalized work-out and diets among my interlocutors 
communicated a conscious and controlled moulding of the individual body. 
As these practices were locally read as ‘foreign’, this talk worked as a 
flirtation with the envied wealth, power, and mobility symbolized by 
‘foreignness’. Thus, while disciplining practices of body production were 
carried out in female homosocial settings of intimacy and sharing, such 
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practices also worked to draw distinction and demarcate a position of 
privilege in a historic moment of post-crisis. 
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7. Soap opera and sexual politics 

While the preceding chapters have focused on the logics within 
heterosexuality, this chapter relates to the question of the interconnections 
between gender and sexuality through exploring the exclusion of non-
heterosexuality in relation to specific gendered ideals. In this chapter,140 I 
discuss recent changes in Cuban sexual politics and analyse the implications 
of these changes for new configurations of the relationship between gender 
and sexuality. These issues are approached through a case study of a Cuban 
soap opera that was broadcast on state television in 2006. I relate the 
controversies around this soap opera among my interlocutors and a wider 
public to an analysis of the construction of revolutionary masculinity. 
Finally, this forms the context for an extended analysis of the potential 
challenge of the shift in sexual politics. 

Soap operas in Cuba 
The Cuban soap opera La cara oculta de la luna [‘The Hidden Side of the 
Moon’] was broadcast three nights a week for the entire year of 2006.141 It 
was immensely popular and is said to have been the most-watched Cuban 
soap opera in the history of Cuban television, with more than 70 per cent of 
the audience watching (see La nueva Cuba 2006). 

Soap operas (telenovelas or in Cuba just novelas) are an important part of 
popular culture in Cuba and reach practically the whole population. Political 
or neighbourhood meetings are scheduled not to clash with the time of the 
soap operas, or the meeting time is simply stated as ‘after the soap opera’. 
To phone someone while the soap opera is on is considered a rude breach of 
etiquette. 

                                                 
140 An earlier version of this chapter was published in Serie Haina VII (Lundgren 2010b). 
141 The Hidden Side of the Moon was broadcast by the state television channel Cubavisión 
every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday at 9.30 p.m., with 121 episodes of 30 minutes each. 
Script by Freddy Domínguez and direction by Virgen Tabares, Roberto Puldón and Rafael 
Cheíto González, with music by Lucía Huergo (Cubavisión undated; see also Cubavisión 
2007). 
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Invitation to an activity of the FMC 22 August 2006. 
Scheduled time: ‘10.00 p.m. (after the soap opera)’ 

The photo shows an 
invitation to a neighbourhood 
meeting of the Federation of 
Cuban Women (FMC). An 
invitation to an activity of 
one of the neighbourhood 
committees, the Committees 
for the Defence of the 
Revolution (CDR), probably 
would not have indicated the 
hour in relation to the soap 
opera. Although soap operas 
are watched by a broad 
public, watching is more openly acknowledged among women than men. 
When I interviewed Sandro, whom I introduced in chapter 5, he presented 
detailed analyses and opinions about the different characters in The Hidden 
Side of the Moon. Nevertheless, when I asked him directly at the outset of 
our interview whether he had watched this soap opera, he replied: 

Sometimes I watch it. But I really don’t watch soap operas. But I’ve seen 
that, these different cases, I’ve sort of perceived them from a distance, it’s not 
like I’ve sat down to watch the soap opera as such, but… 

The storyline of The Hidden Side of the Moon revolved around a self-help 
discussion group for HIV-positive persons, in which the five main characters 
participated to exchange experiences and receive support. The soap opera 
portrayed the story, background, and family relations of each of these 
characters, and their ways of dealing with the HIV-infection. According to 
the broadcasting channel Cubavisión, the soap opera was based on real 
events (see Cubavisión undated). 

The Hidden Side of the Moon was explicitly presented as a medium of 
sexual education.142 Its main ‘message’ was to draw attention to the dangers 
of HIV/Aids and to show that anyone of any age, gender, or background 
might get infected with HIV.143 The leading actors were interviewed about 

                                                 
142 The Hidden Side of the Moon was produced with consultation from the National Centre of 
Sexual Education (Cenesex) and the National Centre of Prevention of STD/HIV/Aids (see 
Cubavisión 2007). The final credits of the soap opera included the emergency telephone 
number and contact details of these authorities. Parallel to the broadcast, Cenesex published a 
website where the public could share opinions and suggestions about the soap opera (see 
Cenesex 2010a). 
143 During the 1980s, Cuba became infamous for quarantining HIV-positive persons in 
sanatoria (see Leiner 1994; Pope 2003). From 1993 on, a new sexual education campaign 
about HIV/Aids set out to address topics of sexuality and particularly male homosexuality in a 
more sensitive manner (Hill 2007, 9). HIV/Aids among women has been addressed by the 
Federation of Cuban Women (FMC) through a mass education programme of HIV/Aids 
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their role as representatives for the campaign of HIV-prevention, and stated 
that they were proud to contribute their ‘grain of sand’.144 Another 
educational objective of the soap opera was to contribute to ‘responsible 
sexual conduct’ among Cubans (Cubavisión 2007). After its broadcast, 
medical experts let it be known that that as a consequence of the soap opera, 
a great number of people had sought testing for STDs and contacted 
specialist centres on STDs and HIV/Aids.145 At the Third National Festival of 
Cuban Television, The Hidden Side of the Moon was awarded Best 
Dramatized Series for ‘paying attention, with sensitivity and communicative 
efficacy, to topics that demand profound reflection in our society’ (César and 
Galbán Moreno 2007, my translation). 

The broadcasting channel introduced The Hidden Side of the Moon as a 
follow-up of the path-breaking movie Fresa y chocolate [‘Strawberry and 
Chocolate’] to create openness around sexual diversity:  

If the movie ‘Fresa y chocolate’, by the pair Tomás Gutiérrez Alea and Juan 
Carlos Tabío, in 1993 inaugurated the serious and profound handling of 
homosexuality and intolerance in Cuban cinema, ‘The Hidden Side of the 
Moon’ for the first time brings the topic to the private space of the home. 
(Cubavisión undated, my translation) 

In Cuba, there is a long tradition of using popular culture to introduce 
unfamiliar or challenging subjects concerning sexual politics.146 Often, 
educational interventions with a fictional format are popular precisely for 
their way of interacting with local, relevant, and realistic dilemmas. In the 
case of The Hidden Side of the Moon, the medium of the soap opera turned 
out to have a number of advantages in this respect. Not only did it reach 
practically the whole Cuban population, due to its general popularity, but its 
fictional format also made it possible to raise sensitive issues, combining 
complex, open questions with a clear moral. The soap opera was broadcast 
over a long period of time, most of the year 2006, and came to stimulate a 
debate that included emotions, doubt, and open conflicts. It also gave time 
and space for more formalized reactions and campaigns of sexual politics 
following up on this debate. 

However, even though a fictional work may be produced with an 
‘intentionally crafted preferred reading’ (Howe 2008, 71, referring to Hall 
1997a, 1997b), the viewers may interpret it differently. In her work on the 
politics of televised soap operas in Egypt, anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod 

                                                                                                                   
prevention for women (FMC undated; Hill 2007). For information about current work in Aids 
prevention in Cuba, see also Pope (2003) and Infomed (2010). 
144 Television show 23 y M on Cubavisión, 23 September 2006 at 7.50 p.m. (See also Abu-
Lughod (2005, 231) on how actors in Egypt are asked to comment on the roles they play and 
often justify their work in terms of social and national responsibility.) 
145 Cubavisión, 3 November 2006 at 9.30 p.m. 
146 See Burton (1981), Chanan (2003), Guillard Limonta (2009), see also D’Lugo (1993). 
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suggests that viewers are selective in their reading and appreciation of the 
media messages of television dramas (Abu-Lughod 2005, 237). In her 
dissertation on Brazilian soap operas, anthropologist Thaïs Machado-Borges 
stresses that viewers do not receive media messages passively; rather, they 
are active agents who decode and interpret the messages (Machado-Borges 
2003, 64ff.). Hence, we must ‘recognize the active role played by the 
viewer/receiver in the process of interpretation and use’ while also 
recognizing that ‘these interpretations and uses are generated within 
particular socio-cultural contexts’ (Machado-Borges 2003, 75). Similarly, in 
her analysis of a Nicaraguan soap opera, anthropologist Cymene Howe 
argues that this was ‘both created and viewed interactively’ which means 
that production and reception cannot be strictly separated (Howe 2008, 50). 

As I will show, The Hidden Side of the Moon was received with strong 
reactions and created a heated debate. Nevertheless, the medium of the soap 
opera and the complexity and open nature of the dilemmas it introduced 
made for a respectful dialogue with the viewers. Below, I discuss the second 
of the soap opera’s total of five stories: this was the story that created the 
most heated debate. My discussion will focus on the reception and 
interpretation of this story. 

La cara oculta de la luna 
The second story of The Hidden Side of the Moon was about a male 
construction worker, Yassel (played by Felito Lahera). He was portrayed as 
happily married to his wife, Belkis (Luisa María Jiménez) with whom he had 
a little daughter. One day, a brick accidently fell from the roof where Yassel 
was working and hit a passerby, Mario (Armando Tomey), in the head. 
Yassel felt responsible for the accident and accompanied Mario to his home. 
Gradually, Yassel and Mario initiated a sexual affair, while Yassel 
simultaneously continued his relationship with his wife. At the end of the 
story, Yassel broke off the affair with Mario, but the same day, Belkis found 
out about it and decided to separate from Yassel. Later, Yassel found out that 
he had been infected with HIV, and that he had passed the infection to 
Belkis. 

This story caused a great scandal. The broadcasting channel received a 
storm of reactions (see Matos 2006). As a result, the soap opera was re-
scheduled for broadcast at a later hour, 9.30 p.m., as it was considered 
unsuitable for children. Still, people of all ages watched the soap opera, and 
children who were not allowed to watch it at home gathered at their 
neighbours’ or friends’ apartments to catch a glimpse of the forbidden fruit. 

Among my interlocutors, many female viewers expressed identification 
and solidarity with the character Belkis. I talked to Lidia, a middle-aged 
woman who followed the soap opera with great interest and often filled me 
in whenever I had missed an episode. Lidia had strong opinions on all the 
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characters of the soap opera, and commented to me about the character 
Belkis, ‘Poor woman, she was deceived [engañada, also means cheated 
upon, my comment] three times over! First, he had sex with someone else. 
Second, this someone else was a man. Third, he got infected with HIV and 
still had sex with her.’ When the actress who played Belkis stated in an 
interview that this had been the most difficult role of her life, Lidia and 
several of my other interlocutors commented on this statement in line with 
this empathic interpretation of her character’s being ‘deceived three times 
over’. 

Still, the strongest reactions towards the second story were directed 
specifically at the character Yassel. Yassel was generally talked about as ‘the 
homosexual’. The twist was that he was not portrayed the way non-
heterosexual male characters have generally been shown in Cuban popular 
culture, as ‘effeminate’, clown-like characters. Instead, he was portrayed as 
sympathetic, manly, and strong, characteristics that were backed up by his 
profession as a construction worker. Yassel was also a caring husband, who 
continued to be passionately in love with his wife even as his affair with 
Mario developed.  

Yassel was hence a complex character, to be admired and liked, while at 
the same time his conflicting desires were found confusing and provoked 
disbelief and anger. Among my interlocutors, many (heterosexual) male 
viewers expressed disbelief that Yassel, such a manly and sympathetic 
character, with whom they could easily identify, could ‘just suddenly turn 
into a homosexual’. Some viewers suggested that the story about Yassel 
should immediately be suspended and that sanctions had to be imposed on 
its initiators (Soler Mas 2006). 

The story about Yassel seems to have been received with mixed feelings 
among gay viewers. One man suggested that the soap opera ‘promoted the 
idea that if you sleep with a gay man, you will get a fatal illness’ 
(Advocate.com 2006). Others with whom I talked were positive towards the 
portrayal of Yassel as a sympathetic figure, a ‘normal’ family-oriented 
character. Also, several of my interlocutors pointed out, this story was just 
one of a total of five, and the overall message of the soap opera was that any 
person, irrespective of gender, sexual orientation or background, could get 
HIV (see also Marx 2006; Rodriguez 2006). 

My interlocutors’ interpretations of the character Yassel differed greatly 
between different generations. Many viewers in their thirties or younger 
received the soap opera in a manner that differed from the reactions 
described above. The younger viewers more clearly identified it as an 
educational work with a particular message. Many of them expressed 
appreciation for what they saw as the introduction of a whole new character 
in Cuban popular culture, the ‘bisexual’. This was the case with Arturo, a 
man in his early thirties who was not so secretive about watching the soap 
opera. We discussed the story of Yassel on many occasions, and Arturo 
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frustratedly insisted that Yassel was not a ‘homosexual’, and that older 
viewers of his parents’ and grandparents’ generation had got it all wrong. 
Arturo suggested that the debate about the character of Yassel expressed a 
generational conflict in two senses. First, their view reflected a lack of 
flexibility on the part of older generations in understanding the character of 
Yassel – that he was not a ‘homosexual’. And second, he argued, this 
‘misinterpretation expressed a lack of tolerance towards sexual diversity’ on 
the part of the older viewers. 

Lila Abu-Lughod suggests that, like other ‘sophisticated and experienced 
television viewers’, the audience of soap operas in Egypt does not really 
confuse actors and the characters they play, but compartmentalizes television 
dramas as worlds unto themselves (Abu-Lughod 2005, 239). There is no 
doubt that the Cuban soap opera audience is also highly sophisticated and 
experienced when it comes to interpreting fictional works with an 
educational message. Even so, in Cuba there is a tradition of engaging with 
the characters of soap operas in a very active and intimate manner; their 
choices and actions are debated and dis/agreed with as if they were (non-
fictional) friends or neighbours. I suggest that the many strong reactions in 
the heated debate that accompanied The Hidden Side of the Moon were due 
precisely to people’s strong identification with some of the characters, as in 
the case of Belkis, and that many people considered some other characters, 
such as Yassel, impossible to identify with.  

‘Man’ versus ‘maricón’ 
As mentioned, the character of Yassel was debated in long discussions 
among viewers and caused reactions of disbelief and anger. I suggest that 
this must be understood in relation to local configurations around male 
same-sex sexuality. Anthropologist Don Kulick argues that in Latin 
America, sex between males does not necessarily result in both partners 
being perceived as homosexual (Kulick 1997, 574). Instead, the 
categorization depends on the role performed during the sexual act; that of 
penetrator or of penetrated. Kulick argues that the male who penetrates 
another male is generally not considered homosexual; rather, he is 
considered ‘a man’. The male who is penetrated by another male, on the 
other hand, ‘has placed himself in what is understood to be an unmasculine, 
passive position. By doing this, he forfeits manhood and becomes seen as 
something other than a man’ (Kulick 2000, 72; see also Lancaster 1986, 
1992). 

I refer to Kulick here because a very similar argument can be found in 
several works on male homosexuality in Cuba. Professor of education 
Marvin Leiner states: 
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To have sex with another man is not what identifies one as homosexual. For 
many Cubans, a man is homosexual only if he takes the passive receiving 
role. And a man is suspected of being homosexual only if his behavior is not 
macho: if he does not show interest in rough games, or is not physically 
strong and muscular; if he is gentle or quiet or perhaps has a nurturing 
sensibility to other people’s feelings; if he does not care to control others or 
to posture and aggressively compete with his fellows. Then his behavior is 
seen as inferior, inadequate, and deficient: that is, it is labeled effeminate, the 
behavior of inferior secondary people. (Leiner 1994, 22) 

Leiner points out that it is non-stereotypical masculine behaviour that raises 
‘suspicion’ of male same-sex sexual activity. Political scientist Ian Lumsden 
makes the same point: 

In Cuba, sexual orientation is inferred from gender identity rather than vice 
versa, as tends to be the case in North America. If you behave ‘normally’, 
other Cubans will assume that you are basically heterosexual even if you 
have been known to have sex with another man. […] The Cuban equivalent 
to coming out as a gay person in North America is to refuse to conform to 
traditional male mannerisms in public, knowing that such behavior will be 
perceived as ‘effeminate’, as unbecoming to a ‘real man’. This could apply, 
for example, to crossing a leg over one’s knee, effusive hand gestures, or in 
the past to wearing sandals. (Lumsden 1996, 133) 

These scholars stress the connection between gender expression and 
(assumed) sexual activity in this configuration of gender and sexuality. 
Hence, a ‘macho’ or stereotypically masculine performance will establish 
one as a ‘real man’. A specific sexual role may also be deduced from a 
certain gender expression. In his interviews with a group of transgender, 
transsexual persons and travestis (cross-dressers) in Havana, historian Abel 
Sierra Madero notes how it is assumed that those with an ‘effeminate’ 
gender expression also wish to take on a passive, submissive, penetrated role 
(Sierra Madero 2006, 268f.). Moreover, one of his interlocutors explains: 

It is better to penetrate than be penetrated. The passive one has the 
disadvantage of being associated with a woman’s characteristics. The active 
one rules the roost [lleva la voz cantante], he is the one to command, he is 
stronger. (Sierra Madero 2006, 268f., my translation) 

Kulick takes this argument further, suggesting that 

the sexual division that researchers have noted between those who penetrate 
and those who are penetrated extends far beyond sexual interactions between 
males to constitute the basis of gender division in Latin America. Gender, in 
this particular elaboration, is grounded not so much in sex […] as it is 
grounded in sexuality. (Kulick 2000, 73) 
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Consequently, Kulick argues, gender ‘in Latin America’147 could be seen not 
as consisting of ‘men’ and ‘women’, but rather of ‘men’ and ‘non-men’, the 
latter referring to women and to men who allow themselves to be penetrated 
by other men (ibid.; see also Kulick 1997, 581). In this model, it is the act of 
penetration that determines gender (see also Kroon 2007, 169ff.).148 

Let me give two concrete illustrations from my fieldwork that can be read 
in line with this theoretical argument. One day I was talking with a male 
interlocutor of around thirty about housework. He told me that he did much 
of the cooking and cleaning at his place, where he lived with his wife and 
her extended family. He said that he did not mind doing this even though 
other people gossiped about him, as he was currently out of a job and the 
other adults in the household were all working. As we pondered the subject 
of housework, I asked him if he knew any man that washed his own clothes. 
He thought about this for a minute and answered, ‘Yes, one. But he’s gay so 
he doesn’t count.’ I did not immediately pick up on his point and asked, ‘Oh, 
but he does the laundry?’ My acquaintance then repeated his point, 
somewhat impatiently, ‘Yes, but as I told you, he doesn’t count as a man.’ If 
this is read in Kulick’s terms, here, in a very concrete way, sexuality became 
the basis of a gender division between ‘men’ and ‘non-men’. 

By way of a second illustration, another day I was at a small theatre in 
Vedado with a group of friends. We chatted excitedly as we waited for a 
play that had received very positive reviews. The walls were decorated with 
large photos of a male actor who often performed at this theatre. In one of 
the photos, he was portrayed in a stereotypically masculine performance. 
One of my friends said in an irritated tone: ‘Why do they give him that kind 
of role – everybody knows that he’s gay!’ 149 I replied, surprised: ‘Oh, so 
that’s the same guy in all the photos? I thought this was of two women,’ and 
pointed to a photo of two people kissing. My friend giggled, ‘Yes, actually, 
in principle you’re right! In principle it shows two women kissing!’ She then 
laughed hard and retold my unintentional joke to our other friends there. 
Again, this gay man became a ‘non-man’ and was even explicitly labelled a 
‘woman’. When he took on stereotypically masculine roles in his acting, this 
caused some provocation, as he was seen as a ‘fake’ macho. 

The division suggested by Kulick of ‘men’ and ‘non-men’ – during my 
fieldwork literally illustrated by references to men as ‘women’ – is key to 
                                                 
147 Many scholars have criticized this sweeping generalization about a complex geographic 
region, and Kulick has commented on this critique (Kulick 2000, 92f.). 
148 Several scholars criticize this binary model of penetrator/penetrated for excluding women 
who engage in same-sex sex (Babb 2003, 306) and for perpetuating a phallic definition of 
sexual activity as penetration (Leiner 1994, 23; see also Arguelles and Rich 1984, 194; Kroon 
2007, 149). 
149 Importantly, the term used in Spanish to refer to these men was ‘gay’. This seemed to be 
the most common term used among younger generations during my fieldwork. Anthropologist 
Gry Kibsgaard suggests that during her fieldwork in Cuba in the 1990s, the term ‘gay’ was 
not so generalized but was mainly used among male homosexuals (Kibsgaard 2001, 96). 
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understanding the symbolic opposition between a ‘Man’, a real man, and a 
maricón, a ‘faggot’. In Cuba, ‘maricón’ constitutes the worst possible insult 
to a man (Rosendahl 1997a, 63), precisely because it implies that he is less 
of a man, which in turn means calling him weak and unworthy (see also 
Leiner 1994, 23).150 ‘Maricón’ has been used to denote cowardice and the 
antithesis of masculinity (Lumsden 1996, 29). The term ‘maricón’ is also 
used metaphorically in Cuban everyday language. ‘Mariconería’ or 
‘mariconada’ [lit. ‘faggotness’] means that something is being ridiculous, or 
an unfair treatment (see also Negrón-Muntaner 2008, 179), expressing the 
negative and devaluating connotations inherent in the concept . When used 
about a person, ‘maricón’ does not refer only to gay men; the expression 
‘maricón de alma’ [‘soul faggot’] refers to a man who is not gay but in 
whom this ‘faggotness’ inheres through his being untrustworthy, deceitful, 
immoral: in sum, a bad person. 

UMAP 
This symbolic opposition between the ‘Man’ and the ‘maricón’ had great 
importance in consolidating a specific conception of revolutionary 
masculinity in the decade following the revolution of 1959. The early 
revolutionary politics in the 1960s were directly punitive towards male 
homosexuality. They followed the Stalinist notion of homosexuality as a 
decadent bourgeois phenomenon and capitalist vice.151 Hence, male 
homosexuality was considered fundamentally anti-revolutionary; in the 
words of Samuel Feijoo, one of Cuba’s most prominent intellectuals at the 
outset of the revolution; ‘no homosexual [can represent] the revolution, 
which is a matter for men, of fists and not of feathers, of courage and not of 
trembling’.152 Fidel Castro established in 1965 that Cuba’s leaders could 
never ‘come to believe that a homosexual could embody the conditions and 
requirements of conduct that would enable us to consider him a true 
Revolutionary, a true Communist militant’.153 This portrayal of the ‘true 
Revolutionary’ is very similar to the role of the mambises and their 
characteristics of bravery and strength, which were fundamental in 
constructing the history of rupture of the wars of independence (Sierra 
Madero 2006). 

In 1965, the UMAP work camps (Unidades Militares de Ayuda a la 
Producción, Military Units for the Aid of Production) were established. 
These camps were ‘aimed at safeguarding the revolution and guaranteeing 

                                                 
150 Sociologist Tanya Saunders points out that ‘black maricón’ is in fact the worst possible 
insult that one can receive (Saunders 2009, 169). 
151 See Arguelles and Rich (1984, 688), Lumsden (1996, 65), Sierra Madero (2004). 
152 El Mundo, 15 April 1965, cited in Lumsden (1996, 54). 
153 Fidel Castro quoted in Lumsden (1996, 93), referring to Lockwood (1969, 129, see also 
González (2008), Kibsgaard (2001, 91ff.). 
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the public good’ (Arguelles and Rich 1984, 691) and were intended to 
‘rehabilitate individuals whose attitudes and behaviour were perceived as 
being nonconformist, self-indulgent, and unproductive – in short, 
nonrevolutionary’ (Lumsden 1996, 65; see also Sierra Madero 2006, 197). 
Among those drafted to the camps were men known to engage in same-sex 
sex along with men with long hair, counterrevolutionaries, and ‘[y]oung men 
known to avoid work and study’ (Lumsden 1996, 65). The motivation of the 
camps was punitive but also educational, as physical work in the camps was 
expected to turn those detained into ‘real men’.154 The UMAP camps were 
rationalized as a ‘cure’ for ‘effeminacy’ and ‘improper conduct’ (Gotzkowitz 
and Turits 1988, 11). Ian Lumsden writes that ‘[Fidel Castro] believed that 
maricones could not emanate from the harsh conditions that had spawned 
Cuba’s virile campesinos [peasants, countrymen]’ (Lumsden 1996, 67).155 
This again resonates with the wars of independence and the idea of the 
battlefield as a ‘purifying environment’ and ‘behavioural rehabilitator’ of 
‘effeminate’ men (Sierra Madero 2006, 56). 

Moreover, in the 1960s it was held that men who engaged in same-sex 
sex might corrupt or ‘influence’ youth if placed in educational positions (see 
Saunders 2009, 171; Sierra Madero 2006, 200). Marvin Leiner calls this a 
‘medical-psychological rationale’ (Leiner 1994, 37) that considered young 
boys to be ‘in danger of being seduced by homosexual men they might 
encounter as teachers or doctors’ (ibid., 38). As there was no known 
effective ‘cure’ of male same-sex desire, the solution was to prevent contact 
between these boys and potential ‘seducers’ (ibid.). If ‘effeminate boys’ had 
access to masculine role models they might still ‘develop a normal 
masculine identification and make a choice of a heterosexual type’ (ibid., 
39). Lumsden argues that the primary concern of the Cuban state was to 
‘control possible homosexual influence on the gender identity of the 
ultramasculine, macho men they were seeking to create in schools, 
universities, and military institutions. Repressing homosexual acts per se was 
a relatively minor concern’ (Lumsden 1996, 92f.). 

The UMAP camps were closed down in 1967 but have become permanent 
symbols of Cuban institutionalized homophobia (Arguelles and Rich 1984, 
692). Many critics of the UMAP have pointed out that the persecution of 
men who were considered maricones was ‘due more to their nonconformist 
public identity and refusal to endorse the political dogmas of the regime with 
appropriate enthusiasm than to their sexual orientation per se’ (Lumsden 
1996, 72). 

                                                 
154 See Gotzkowitz and Turits (1988, 11), Lumsden (1996, 67), Sierra Madero (2006, 197). 
155 The city was considered a ‘locus of immoral and criminal behaviour in contrast to a pure 
and unspoiled countryside’ (Leiner 1994, 11f.; see also Nordin 2007, 114, 133; Weeks 1995, 
147). 
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Revolutionary masculinity 
The idea that physical work would create ‘real men’ was closely connected 
to the revolutionary ideal of the ‘New Man’, a concept founded and 
promoted by Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara (see Sierra Madero 2006, 200). In the 
socialist society, this New Man would emerge from sacrifice, discipline, and 
voluntary work (Rosendahl 1997a, 149) and would be ‘driven by moral 
rather than material incentives’ (Carter 2000, 269). He would have a new 
attitude towards work; he would ‘identify work with the pleasure of creation 
and social duty rather than with a salary’ (Leiner 1994, 26). The New Man 
would moreover be a generous man, unselfish, with a sense of the collective 
(ibid.). Anthropologist Mona Rosendahl points to the strongly moral 
component of this ‘almost puritanical focus on the need to work hard and to 
sacrifice’ (Rosendahl 1997a, 160). 

This notion of the New Man had strong gendered and sexual components, 
as Sierra Madero comments: ‘Homosexuals were excluded from this 
idealized masculine revolutionary being’ (Sierra Madero 2004). However, 
the exclusion of this ‘other’ – represented by the figure of the maricón – was 
also necessary to summon national consensus around the figure of the ‘New 
Man’. In other words, the marginalization and symbolic exclusion of certain 
forms of sexuality (through regulatory mechanisms and legislation, see 
Foucault 1979) authorized the hegemonic position of the ‘New Man’.156 This 
construction of a specific form of masculinity as ‘revolutionary’ in symbolic 
opposition to the figure of the maricón, draws heavily on the historical 
construction of an ‘autochthonous Cuban masculinity’ in contrast to a 
homoerotic subject that was seen as an attempt on national sovereignty 
(Sierra Madero 2006, 88). ‘Revolutionary masculinity’ includes the same 
characteristics that were ascribed to the mambises in the construction of the 
‘national epos’ about the wars of independence. A specific ideal of 
heterosexual masculinity has thus been historically inscribed in the notion of 
‘Cubanness’, and legitimized throughout the revolutionary process. 

The similarity between Cuban male gender ideals and the ideals for the 
revolutionary has also been noted by Rosendahl: ‘The male gender ideal fits 
well with socialist ideals of strength, audacity, responsibility, initiative, and 
courage, and in many circumstances, being a good revolutionary is the same 
as being a good man’ (Rosendahl 1997a, 167).157 She also points out how the 
same characteristics that are attributed to the good revolutionary are also 

                                                 
156 Patricia Valladares Ruiz (2005) analyses marginal sexual representations in contemporary 
Cuban fiction. She suggests that these texts foreground the contradiction inherent in an 
ideological system that perceives alternative sexualities as ‘injurious’ but also recognizes 
them as necessary oppositional figures that affirm and legitimize the power of the hegemonic 
ideological system (ibid.). 
157 Fidel Castro has called Cuban baseball players ‘the face of the revolution’, as they embody 
all these revolutionary characteristics such as ‘discipline, resistance, stability, perseverance 
and courage’ (see Eastman 2007, 267).  
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ascribed to the ‘typical Cuban’, who is an ‘audacious, vivacious man with an 
insatiable appetite for laughing, making love and enjoying himself – in short, 
for living’ (ibid., 85). Hence, the real man, the good revolutionary, and the 
‘typical Cuban’ all embody the same qualities. The opposite values – 
weakness, impotence or lack of virility, cowardice, and untrustworthiness – 
are attributed to the symbol of the maricón. 

These ideals of the ‘real man’ and the ‘good revolutionary’ also form 
central characteristics of the revolutionary leadership ideal, and hence 
‘reinforce the role of the male charismatic leader’ (ibid., 167). This ideal 
requires that a leader has balls, cojones (see ibid., 86), that he is strong, 
brave and determined. The ideal leader must represent courage, bravery, 
strength, and firmness.158 Among my interlocutors, those who were the most 
loyal to the revolutionary government spoke with pride about their country’s 
leaders doing politics ‘a cojones’, by their balls, meaning fearlessly.  

Cuban feminists in the U.S. relate this masculine idea of leadership to 
Cuban militarism. Cuban-American author Uva de Aragón Clavijo suggests 
that negotiations between Miami and Havana are blocked because ‘dialogue 
and compromise are perceived by macho leaders on both sides as a sign of 
weakness, of being effeminate’ (see Smith and Padula 1996, 184). Another 
Cuban-American author, Ileana Fuentes, has suggested that the ideal of 
being hard, never yielding, being virile, contrasted to femininity equated 
with being weak and worthless, implies that Cuban nationalism has an ethos 
that is deeply misogynistic.159 Any association with ‘feminine’ characteristics 
forms the basis of a symbolic marginalization (see Connell 1995), which 
establishes a ‘masculine supremacy’ over that which is considered feminine 
or androgynous (see Sierra Madero 2006). 

These interconnections between masculinity, revolution, power, and 
leadership can be illustrated by the strategies used within Cuba to discredit 
and defame certain Cuban leaders. The abounding rumours that Raúl Castro 
has or has had male lovers (see e.g. Negrón-Muntaner 2008, 170) are in fact 
a way to suggest that he is not fit to hold power as a leader of the country. 
Importantly, I have never heard anyone suggest that Fidel Castro might be 
gay,160 whatever their political opinion or loyalty, since Fidel embodies all 
the characteristics of a ‘real Man’ and revolutionary leader: being firm, 
strong, decisive, strong-minded. Moreover, his virility is widely rumoured 
and it is generally agreed that nobody can know how many children he has. 

                                                 
158 See Rosendahl (1997a, 85), see also Álvarez Suárez (2000, 51), Luciak (2005, 223), 
Sarduy Sánchez and Alfonso Rodríguez (2000, 237), Shayne (2004, 132). 
159 See Fuentes (1994), referenced in Smith and Padula (1996, 184), see also Alcázar Campos 
(2009). 
160 However, this suggestion circulates within the Cuban exile community in Miami, U.S. 
(Mona Rosendahl, personal communication, 4 June 2010, Stockholm). 
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New sexual politics 
This background is relevant to understanding the extent and implications of 
the changes in Cuban sexual politics during the last decades. In the 
beginning of the 1970s, homosexuality was still officially considered 
‘immoral’ (Saunders 2009, 171), gay men were excluded from membership 
in the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC) (Randall 1981, 167; referenced in 
Rosendahl 1997a, 72), and lesbians were not allowed to join the Federation 
of Cuban Women (FMC) (Saunders 2009, 171; Smith and Padula 1996, 
173). After its foundation in 1977, the National Working Group for Sex 
Education (GNTES) published materials that presented homosexuality as a 
‘legitimate’ sexual preference (Gotzkowitz and Turits 1988, 13).161 There 
was a parallel process of change in legislation, and in 1988, the Penal Code 
decriminalized homosexual activity.162 The same year, Fidel Castro stated 
that he had never supported ‘policies against homosexuals’.163 

In 1993, the movie Fresa y chocolate [‘Strawberry and Chocolate’] by 
Tomás Gutiérrez Alea was released and nominated for an Academy Award. 
The movie portrays the friendship between a young Communist student and 
a gay man. The movie became immensely popular and has been seen by 
practically everybody in Cuba (however, it was not broadcast on Cuban 
television until 2007, see González 2008). The movie is generally considered 
to have been of great importance in creating a more open and accepting 
climate towards male same-sex sexuality. Michael Chanan argues that Fresa 
y chocolate represents ‘a “coming out” of the Cuban homosexual subject, an 
emergence from private to public space, and from a negative definition and 
situation, oppressed and hidden, to greater acceptance, or at least less 
concealed, with consequences not just for gays but for Cuban society as a 
whole’ (Chanan 2003, 466; see also ibid., 11ff., 463ff.). Likewise, Ian 
Lumsden argues that the movie ‘undeniably constitutes an enormous 
advance in terms of its treatment of gay oppression’ (Lumsden 1996, 125).164 

Today, the National Centre of Sexual Education (Cenesex, formerly 
GNTES) is the most important actor in the debate on sexual politics, 
particularly through its high-profile director, Mariela Castro Espín, who is 
the daughter of current president Raúl Castro and of Vilma Espín, who 
                                                 
161 In 1985, the Communist Youth League (UJC) published sexual educational material that 
mentioned homosexuality only in relation to sexually transmitted diseases and in terms of 
‘scandalous’ or ‘anti-social behaviour’ (Lumsden 1996, 104, 106). 
162 Law no. 62 of the Penal Code, see Smith and Padula (1996, 173). For a survey of the 
treatment of same-sex sexuality in the Cuban Penal Code, see González (2008), Kibsgaard 
(2001, 93f.), Lumsden (1996, 81ff.), Sierra Madero (2004; 2006, 192ff.).  
163 Castro and Borge (1992, 237), referenced in Smith and Padula (1996, 173), see also 
González (2008). 
164 For a critical reading of Fresa y chocolate, see Paul Julian Smith’s Vision Machines 
(Smith 1996). Smith suggests that the film has an unrealizable goal, which is to ‘incorporate 
or assimilate same-sex eroticism into the nationalist project of the Revolution, from which it 
had once been so ostentatiously excluded’ (Smith 1996, 81; see also Fernandes 2006, 53ff.). 
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headed the Federation of Cuban Women (FMC) for five decades until her 
death in 2007. As mentioned, Cenesex was consulted for the production of 
The Hidden Side of the Moon. The centre also produces educational material 
and organizes information projects on sexual diversity and offers educational 
courses on the topic for police officers (Acosta 2006). These courses teach 
that same-sex sexuality and cross-dressing are no longer covered by the 
criminal offence of ‘public scandal’ (Castro Espín and Roque Guerra 2009). 
This measure was demanded by cross-dressing males who complained to 
Cenesex about the treatment they were exposed to by police officers (ibid., 
see also Sierra Madero 2004). Further, Cenesex has been sponsoring gay and 
lesbian film festivals all over Cuba since 2005, and since 2007 has organized 
the celebration of the International Day against Homophobia on 17 May 
(González 2008). Cenesex also works with transgenderism and develops 
programmes for transsexuals (see Sierra Madero 2006, 189f.).165 

In addition, Cenesex has played an important role in the creation of a law 
proposal for same-sex civil unions which the National Assembly is expected 
to consider within a short time (see Guillard Limonta 2009, 64; Negrón-
Muntaner 2008, 164).166 The proposal concerns civil unions (as opposed to 
marriage), as there is general agreement both within Cenesex and among 
politicians that same-sex marriage would be too controversial (Ravsberg 
2008). A process to prepare the ground for the law is being carried out 
through television ‘spots’ – a sort of political infomercials – with the 
message, ‘Mr. So-and-so is a great person, a professional, a worker. And he 
is gay. So what?’ 

Anthropologist Noelle Monet Stout challenges the notion, common 
among scholars of Cuban studies, of an opening towards Cuban 
homosexuality in the 1990s (Stout 2008a). Stout points out that even though 
state agencies allowed a notable rise in ‘queer visibility’, as exemplified by 
the movie Fresa y chocolate, the police at the same intensified crackdowns 
on same-sex enclaves in public space (ibid., see also Sierra Madero 2004). In 
2008, there was an attempt to organize a Gay Pride parade in collaboration 
with a U.S.-based lgbt167 organization (Negrón-Muntaner 2008, 175). The 
organizers of this initiative demanded an official apology for past 
persecution of gay and HIV-positive persons in Cuba, but the parade was 
cancelled after nine of the organizers were arrested (ibid.). Stout suggests 
that recent crackdowns are not the result of a homophobic backlash so much 
                                                 
165 In 1986, the first sex reassignment surgery was carried out in Cuba (Sierra Madero 2006, 
188). Due to massive protests (Castro Espín and Roque Guerra 2009), no more such 
operations were performed until recently, when the programme of sex reassignment surgery 
was again taken up (Guillard Limonta 2009, 65; Sierra Madero 2006, 188). Cenesex is now 
working on a law proposal suggesting that it should be possible to change one’s legal gender 
identity without undergoing sex reassignment (Castro Espín and Roque Guerra 2009). 
166 Even though same-sex civil unions have not yet been approved by law, in 2008 Cenesex 
organized a symbolic wedding for two women (see Salazar Navarro 2008). 
167 ‘Lgbt’ is an initialism referring to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender persons. 
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as a reflection of new ideas about the fragility of socialist values following 
the dissolution of the Socialist Bloc (Stout 2008a). In this sense, what she 
names ‘queer citizenship’ is inextricably linked to post-Soviet economic and 
social transformations. 

Preferred reading 
Notwithstanding the differing interpretations of the process described above, 
there has been an undeniable shift in Cuban sexual politics during the last 
decade or two. For one last illustration of this shift, I will reconnect to my 
discussion of the soap opera The Hidden Side of the Moon. Immediately after 
the final episode, the television channel broadcast a discussion programme 
with a group of medical experts (including physicians, sexologists, 
toxicologists, psychologists, and specialists on HIV/Aids). These experts 
answered questions from viewers, who were given a telephone number to 
access the television channel.168 Many of the questions concerned the 
character of Yassel; viewers asked whether it was ‘realistic’ and ‘normal’ 
that a man could ‘switch’ in his sexual desires, that maybe Yassel was just 
tired of his wife, or else, perhaps he was ‘sick’. The experts confirmed that 
sexual experimentation was ‘normal’, and stated that homosexuality had not 
been considered a clinical disease since the 1970s. No sexual behaviour was 
a disease, they stressed. 

The expert group not only took questions from viewers, but also 
discussed more general topics presented by the moderator of the programme. 
Their discussion focused almost exclusively on the importance of the family 
for the ‘transmission of values around sexuality’, to the extent that, when 
asked whether the topic of sexuality was present in the soap opera, the 
experts answered that ‘yes, it was present in relation to the family’. The main 
‘intention’ of the soap opera, they said, was to create openness, trust and 
communication in the family around matters regarding sexuality, and to 
stimulate parents to talk to their children and adolescents about sex. Also, 
they stressed, the soap opera’s stories illustrated diverse family 
constellations, with examples of divorce, civil unions, single mothers, absent 
fathers, which expressed the plurality and heterogeneity of family realities in 
Cuba. For instance, the experts pointed out, the soap opera illustrated how a 
‘homosexual man’ (Yassel) could still be a good father, that he would not 
necessarily ‘transfer his homosexuality’ to his children. In fact, they 
mentioned, ‘most homosexuals have heterosexual fathers’. 

The experts dwelt on the importance of the family for the transmission of 
values around sexuality (see also Sarduy Sánchez and Alfonso Rodríguez 
2000, 155). Through this topic they entered a long discussion about the 
‘typical solidarity’ within the Cuban family, along with the important role of 
                                                 
168 Cubavisión 3 November 2006 at 9.30 p.m. See also Hechavarría Prado (2006). 
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neighbours and teachers. This solidarity was stressed as an ‘important 
element of the whole Cuban society’, with supportive networks among 
neighbours. This loyalty and solidarity was illustrated in the soap opera, they 
said, which had shown that people infected with HIV/Aids needed and 
deserved this support, help, and solidarity. 

In my interpretation, this expert discussion illustrates that the viewers 
were considered to be in need of ‘guidance’ in their reception of the stories 
and characters of the soap opera. Obviously, it was important that the topics 
raised by the stories of the soap opera be ‘correctly’ interpreted and not stray 
out of order. Using a group of experts, certain interpretations of this fictional 
work were thereby legitimized and hegemonized.169 The discussion 
communicated a view of the soap opera as an instrument to teach ‘correct’ 
values. Thus, even though the use of a soap opera in a debate on sexual 
politics should not be simplistically interpreted as a form of social 
engineering, it can nevertheless be understood in light of the tradition in 
Cuba to use television and popular culture for campaigns on desirable sexual 
behaviour. 

Some might suggest that I overestimate the role of The Hidden Side of the 
Moon and the following expert discussion as an illustration of a shift in 
Cuban sexual politics. Again I would like to stress that the soap opera was 
explicitly presented as a medium of sexual education and that Cenesex was 
consulted in its production. Based on this, I argue that the soap opera was 
constructed ‘within the Revolution’, which is illustrated by the expert 
discussion that sanctioned certain interpretations of its ‘message’. 

I hence read the expert discussion as an illustration of the change in 
official rhetoric on same-sex sexuality during the last decades. In the 1960s 
and 1970s same-sex sexuality was considered ‘immoral’ and ‘improper’, and 
males (suspected of) engaging in same-sex sex were portrayed in terms of 
disloyalty, lack of contribution to the public good, and corrupting youth. 
Now, the soap opera is followed by an expert discussion stressing the 
‘normalcy’ of ‘homosexuality’, and confronting fears of homosexuality as 
‘contagious’. This is paralleled by campaigns of political infomercials about 
‘gay people being good persons’, and a Cenesex information site on sexual 
‘diversity’, ‘openness’ and ‘tolerance’ (Cenesex undated) . 

At the same time, this shift in sexual politics also represents continuity 
with the tradition in sexual education of constructing ‘desirable’ and 
‘correct’ values that should normatively accompany sexual behaviour, as 
discussed in chapter 4. It is just the emphasis on which values that has 
changed. The renegotiation of these values still represents a hegemonizing 
project that maintains the power of definition ‘from above’. This implies that 
the new formulation of sexual politics might be less a rupture and more a 

                                                 
169 See also Lila Abu-Lughod (2005) about how the culture industry produces what she calls 
‘national pedagogy’ (ibid., 159). 
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replacement, where ‘diversity’ is the new word of the day to be embraced. 
Sexual politics are still formulated in unifying ‘correct’ concepts and as part 
of the revolutionary project. 

It must be noted that parallel to the broadcasting of The Hidden Side of the 
Moon, a Brazilian soap opera called Señora del Destino [approx. ‘The Lady 
of Destiny’] was also broadcast. The latter included a lesbian character. 
However, when it was broadcast in Cuba, the scene in which the lesbian 
character was to introduce her girlfriend to her father was cut. Viewers 
noticed this cut, as the narrative was interrupted and became incoherent. The 
content of the deleted original scene was revealed to me by a woman who 
had the whole soap opera on videotape, and had already seen this episode. 
Social researcher and psychologist Norma Guillard Limonta refers to this 
‘censorship’ and writes that Oremi¸ a Cenesex sub-group of lesbian and 
bisexual women170 sent a letter of complaint to the broadcasting channel,  

arguing that they altered the depiction of the realities encountered by a 
lesbian couple. The response evidenced a unilateral decision, revealing 
prejudice in the statement that these realities could not be shown to the 
Cuban population, regardless of how beautifully they might have been 
depicted. Lesbian themes, they thought, were too much to process. (Guillard 
Limonta 2009, 69) 

Guillard Limonta shows that female same-sex sex has been rarely portrayed 
on the Cuban screen (Guillard Limonta 2009, 68). The term ‘lesbian’ is 
avoided, and lesbian characters often die in accidents or are portrayed as 
conflicted or unhappy (ibid.). Nevertheless, Guillard Limonta argues, these 
themes actually are raised from time to time which ‘shows that progress is 
possible. The media have evolved and opened up; they are attempting to 
address topics that can lead to the transformation of dated thought patterns’ 
(ibid., 69). 

During my re-visit to Havana in June 2010, a new Cuban soap opera was 
being broadcast about a group of lesbian characters. I did not have the 
opportunity to follow it, nor did it seem to create the same controversy as 
The Hidden Side of the Moon. I met with Guillard Limonta and asked her 
whether Oremi, which she headed for several years, had been involved in the 

                                                 
170 This group of lesbian and bisexual women was founded in 2005, mainly by black-
identified or Afrocuban lesbian activists (Saunders 2009; see also Guillard Limonta 2009; Hill 
2007, 33). The group aimed to provide a social space for non-heterosexual women to meet, 
compare experiences and challenges with one another, and provide access to information (see 
Hill 2007, 33). The name of the group, Oremi, is a term that in the Lucumí dialect of Yoruba 
means both friendship and lesbian (Salazar Navarro 2008; Saunders 2009, 180). After 
complaints from the public about ‘offensive’ public display of affection between women, 
Cenesex restricted the social events of Oremi and maintained its function as a counselling 
service only for small groups of twenty-five women or fewer (Saunders 2009, 170). 
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development of the new soap opera, and whether this new soap opera could 
be seen as a late reaction to their complaints in 2006. Guillard Limonta 
confirmed that Oremi was approached and invited to contribute their views 
during the development of the new soap opera. However, in the end their 
opinions and suggestions were not taken into consideration as the television 
channel let them know that the soap opera had already been constructed.171 

‘Homosexuality’ 
To return to my discussion about the character of Yassel in The Hidden Side 
of the Moon, the fact that the experts of the television discussion chose the 
term ‘homosexual’ deserves further scrutiny. The narrative of the soap opera 
stressed that Yassel kept up his relationship with his wife Belkis during his 
affair with Mario. Moreover, the former was portrayed as sexually 
passionate with frequent long, passionate and detailed sex scenes between 
Yassel and Belkis. In comparison, there were no sex scenes between Mario 
and Yassel; they were not even shown kissing. Their relationship was only 
insinuated through images of them chatting while lying in the same bed. The 
scriptwriter of the soap opera Freddy Dominguez commented, ‘There is a 
way to get the message across without offending the viewer’ (Marx 2006).  

Besides this interesting assumption that the public would have found sex 
scenes between Yassel and Mario ‘offensive’, I would argue furthermore 
that the soap opera set out to introduce a new category, namely the ‘bisexual 
man’. As a matter of fact, many younger viewers indeed identified Yassel as 
‘bisexual’, as mentioned earlier in this chapter. At the outset of the soap 
opera, this new category was identified even among a wider public, only to 
be rejected at a later point. I talked about this with Lidia, the middle-aged 
woman introduced above, who used to fill me in with the updates on the 
soap opera whenever I had missed an episode. She was quite frustrated as 
she complained to me, ‘Now we have finally got used to the homosexuals, 
and already we’re presented with even more stuff? It’s just too much.’ In the 
end, the category of ‘bisexual’ was not picked up after its tentative première. 
Instead, Yassel was referred to as ‘the homosexual’, both among a general 
public of different generations and in the expert discussion following the 
soap opera. 

To understand the implications of the official and general insistence on 
the category of ‘homosexual’ – accompanied by a specific terminology of 
‘sexual diversity’ and ‘normalcy’ – I turn to anthropologist Cymene Howe’s 
analysis of the Nicaraguan soap opera El Sexto Sentido [The Sixth Sense] 
(Howe 2008). Sexto Sentido appeared on Nicaraguan television in January 
2001 as part of a larger campaign supported by the host organization, the 
Nicaraguan feminist NGO Puntos de Encuentro (Common Ground) (ibid., 
                                                 
171 Norma Guillard Limonta, personal communication, 19 June 2010, Havana. 
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57). Howe calls this soap opera ‘televisionary activism’, as it was created by 
lgbt-activists to provoke a reciprocal dialogue with the public on sexual 
politics (ibid., 71).  

Howe argues that the activists behind Sexto Sentido preferred a ‘normal’ 
homosexual subject to create a more tolerant climate for sexual diversity 
(ibid., 57). According to the screenwriter, the male gay character of the soap 
opera, Ángel, was ‘so damn likable, it’s impossible to hate him for anything. 
That’s the kind of gay character we have to create: one that is beyond 
reproach’ (ibid., 62).172 Also the lesbian protagonist, Vicki, appeared 
‘wearing all the regalia of well-groomed girlhood in Nicaragua: lipstick, hair 
clips, spaghetti-strap tank tops and tight, hipster jeans’ (ibid., 69). 

Howe argues that the production of this soap opera sought to ‘normalize 
relatively novel characters in Nicaragua’s erotiscape: the ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ 
– internationally circulated identity categories’.173 These differ from the 
Nicaraguan ‘autochthonous’ and derogatory categories cochón (‘faggot’, in 
Cuba maricón) and cochona (‘dyke’, in Cuba tortillera). Howe points out 
that the categories ‘homosexual’ and ‘lesbian’ represent a didactically 
different form of homosexuality than that of the cochón/maricón (ibid., 66). 
The category ‘homosexual’ situates the subject under the sign of sexuality 
(Howe forthcoming), which implies a view of homosexuality as an identity 
instead of a practice.174 In the case of Vicki, the lesbian protagonist, Howe 
suggests that ‘her gender conformity and embodied femininity was 
intentionally performed in such a way so as to subvert her homosexual 
“difference”’ (ibid., 65). Thus, the sexual scripts of Sexto Sentido made use 
of, while at the same time challenging, gendered and sexual stereotypes and 
assumptions (ibid., 67). Howe sees these re-configurations of the 
relationship between gender and sexuality as grounded in international 
liberal logics of rights and freedoms which she relates to Nicaragua’s post-
revolutionary, neo-liberal economic era (Howe forthcoming). Thus, Howe 
suggests that in Nicaragua the discourse of ‘rights’ has replaced that of 
‘revolution’ (ibid.). 

Howe’s analysis offers a number of connecting points as well as 
discrepancies with my analysis of the Cuban soap opera. Both soap operas 
opted for a strategy of introducing a ‘normal’ homosexual subject, through 
the stereotypically masculine representations of the characters Yassel and 
Ángel respectively. Both soap operas made use of gendered and sexual 
stereotypes with the intention of creating a more open climate towards same-
sex sexuality. In one scene in The Hidden Side of the Moon, a neighbour was 
talking about Belkis, Yassel’s wife, who suspected that Yassel was cheating 
on her. The neighbour said, ‘She thinks that he’s cheating on her [le está 

                                                 
172 See also Seidman (2005, 45ff.), Sierra Madero (2006, 244ff.), Weeks (1986). 
173 Howe (2008, 53), see also Babb (2003), Lancaster (1992). 
174 See also Kroon (2007, 147), referring to Foucault and Hurley (1990). 
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engañando] with another woman. And what the bastard [el muy cabrón] did 
was to fool [engañar] everyone! He pretended to be this tough guy, this 
great fierce guy [Se hizo pasar por un tipo duro, por un tipo bárbaro], but 
he’s really, he’s a big fat [tremendo]…’ This fictional comment actually 
sums up many of the reactions among the viewers: Yassel pretended to be 
this tough guy, but he was really… The last word was left out yet obvious to 
everyone: ‘He is really a big fat maricón [faggot]’.  

The story about Yassel ended with a conflict between him and his parents, 
after Belkis had told them about his affair with Mario. In one emotional 
scene, Yassel’s mother pleaded with his father to allow him to live with 
them after Belkis had thrown him out of their apartment. His father 
responded that Yassel was no longer his son: ‘I raised a man!’ Yassel’s 
mother cried and desperately tried to convince the father that Yassel was still 
their son, and in the end his father decided to accept his son (see also Marx 
2006). For some viewers, this final conflict seemed to work as a catharsis to 
come to terms with the story of Yassel. Passing through his parents’ anger, 
desperation, and final acceptance of their son, viewers could finally recover 
their breath after this dramatic and emotional ending. 

Here, I argue that the initial confusion and provocation around the 
character of Yassel were resolved through a new terminology. As 
mentioned, the term that was established to refer to Yassel was ‘the 
homosexual’, and the story was referred to as ‘the homosexual story’ or ‘the 
story about the homosexual’ among the general public and also in the expert 
discussion mentioned above. As in Howe’s argument, this represents a break 
from an earlier model, where the active/passive role of penetrator/penetrated 
determined who was considered a ‘real Man’/maricón. In the insistence that 
Yassel was a ‘homosexual’, his gender determined his sexuality as an 
identity, not as a practice. The specific category of ‘male homosexuality’ 
thus comes to contain all men having sexual relationships with other men 
independent of active/passive role (Kroon 2007, 172). The insistence on this 
category of ‘homosexuality’ in the expert discussion and in the political 
campaigns that accompanied the soap opera can thus be read as a re-
configuration of the relationship between gender and sexuality.175 However, 
it must be stressed that this change of terminology was accompanied by a lot 
of resistance among the viewers of the soap opera (Castro Espín and Roque 
Guerra 2009). 
                                                 
175 Don Kulick (2010) discusses a similar shift in Brazil, in his recent article about a scandal 
in 2008 when soccer superstar Ronaldo was caught with three transgender prostitutes in a 
hotel room. Kulick suggests that the scandal was not that they were prostitutes but that they 
had penises. To ‘recuperate his masculinity’, Ronaldo assured the public that he was 
‘completely heterosexual’. Kulick analyses this scandal as a symptom of an old sexual system 
(in which a male can have sexual relations with another male without having his masculinity 
challenged as long as he assumes the role of penetrator) being replaced by a new model in 
which sexual practice is no longer separable from sexual identity, and all males who have sex 
with other males are considered ‘homosexual’ (ibid.). 
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One point of discrepancy between Howe’s analysis and mine is that Howe 
connects the situation of the homosexual subject under the sign of sexuality 
to a neo-liberal logic in which individual ‘rights’ have replaced the collective 
‘revolution’. In the Cuban case, the terminology of ‘homosexuality’ was not 
accompanied by said logic but instead by an educational campaign 
presenting diversity, tolerance, and openness as the new ‘correct’ values of 
the socialist project. Hence, I have argued, The Hidden Side of the Moon was 
created ‘within the Revolution’. 

There is a critique among some Cuban researchers against what they see 
as ‘importing’ foreign categories that have been developed in other contexts 
than the Cuban. Abel Sierra Madero argues that the concept ‘homosexual’ is 
not only essentialist but also ethnocentric (Sierra Madero 2006, 52). He 
points out that neither ‘homosexual’ nor ‘gay’ are autochthonous terms in 
Cuba, nor is their implication of a collective identity under the sign of 
sexuality.176 Sierra Madero argues that this specific implication has worked 
in capitalist contexts to develop gay movements with normalizing ambitions, 
movements that at times position themselves as a consumer group, but that 
this political project cannot and should not be copied and must be readjusted 
to the Cuban context (ibid., 212, 223). 

Anthropologist Roger Lancaster has also made this critique against 
‘importing’ ethnocentrically defined categories such as ‘homosexuality’. He 
has argued that local configurations of same-sex sexuality that are based on 
the active/passive role, for instance in Nicaragua and Cuba, do not include 
all males who engage in same-sex sex in one shared category. By 
implication, there is no distinct gay ‘subculture’, and this ‘diminishes the 
natural base for gay politics’.177 A similar argument is put forward by 
Mariela Castro Espín and Alberto Roque Guerra from Cenesex, who have 
argued that there is no need for a gay organization in Cuba. Castro Espín has 
instead suggested that gays and lesbians should opt for a strategy of 

                                                 
176 In comparison, Norma Guillard Limonta is positive towards using the term ‘lesbian’. She 
argues that the rejection of lesbians (as compared to males who engage in same-sex sex) is 
‘more open, harsher, and more violent, leading to greater stigmatization and repression’ 
(Guillard Limonta 2009, 70). Thus, she writes, ‘If it is true that something that has no name 
does not exist, then this is a very good example. Using the term “lesbian” is necessary and at 
least avoids confusion’ (ibid.). 
177 Lancaster (1986, 190), this argument was criticized by Arguelles and Rich (1986). 
Florence Babb questions the juxtaposition of ‘indigenous/autochthonous’ and 
‘imported/imposed’ sexual categories. In Nicaragua, she writes, a range of terms are used 
(Babb 2003, 315). There, a growing number of men and women on the one hand identify with 
the international gay and lesbian movement, and are also able to ‘negotiate simultaneously the 
local and the global in their cultural politics, and the multiplicity of sexual identities that 
currently coexist’ (ibid., 306). Babb points out that the choice to highlight either an 
indigenous past or influence from an international gay movement may have different strategic 
potential in different situations and contexts. She argues that in the current situation, there can 
be much to be gained by the latter strategic choice (ibid., 317f.). 
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integration in the already existing state organizations. 178 Sierra Madero 
criticizes this stance on ‘integration’. He acknowledges the work done by 
Cenesex but also criticizes its politics of ‘inclusion’ and ‘normalization’ 
which, he argues, imply a ‘politics of tolerance’ (Sierra Madero 2006, 
193ff.). Sierra Madero suggests that in Cuba one should rather develop a 
more all-encompassing political project ‘that transcends and exceeds the 
traditional identitary categories that have occasionally been accomplices to 
exclusion and discrimination’ (ibid., 224, my translation).179 

Renegotiation and consolidation 
In relation to the above discussion about a new terminology in Cuban sexual 
politics, there is no doubt that the rhetoric of ‘diversity’ fits perfectly with an 
internationally established discourse of gay rights. Scholar of literature 
Frances Negrón-Muntaner (2008) suggests that this new rhetoric in Cuba is 
above all directed to an international audience, which has reacted with 
enthusiasm and applauded Mariela Castro Espín on her world tour to present 
the new project of sexual politics (ibid., 169, 173). Negrón-Muntaner argues 
that this project forms ‘part of a strategy to give the national political body a 
new face’ (ibid., 164, my translation) and to erase the heavy symbolic stain 
of Cuba’s history of institutionalized homophobia (ibid., 169). She suggests 
that Castro Espín might be the only person able to manage this operation: 
she has a position of incomparable legitimacy within the political 
establishment, as the daughter of president Raúl Castro (and hence the niece 
of Fidel Castro) and Vilma Espín. There are even speculations that Castro 
Espín might become Cuba’s future president. For her to be able project a 
‘new face’ of the nation, the fact that she is a woman is of crucial 
importance, suggests Negrón-Muntaner (ibid., 170): 

If, during the heroic period of the Revolution, Fidel’s physical body – erect, 
impenetrable and dressed in olive green – was in tune with the Cuban 
political body, militarized and ready for war against Yankee imperialism, the 
demands are different now. The stability and future of the Cuban State, 
deteriorating and in ruins, today seem to require a different body, rather a 
dialogist and sweet one, comfortable in masks: the body of a woman. 
(Negrón-Muntaner 2008, 169, my translation)  

                                                 
178 See Jiménez García (2004), cited in Sierra Madero (2006, 193f.), see also Edith (2008). 
179 Even though Cuba does not have a lgbt movement (Sierra Madero 2004), Sierra Madero 
suggests speaking instead of a homoerotic environment (ibid.). According to Sierra Madero, 
the only Cuban homosexual organization that has formed on the island is ONE, Organización 
Nacional de Entendidos, which operated underground between 1996 and 2001, and then 
disbanded. The group published the magazine Hola Gente [‘Hi Folks’] four times a year 
(ibid.). As mentioned earlier in this chapter, more recent initiatives of this kind have been 
cancelled and the organizers have been arrested. 
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Negrón-Muntaner suggests that the profiling of Castro Espín must be 
understood in the light of a specific historic moment when Cuba is becoming 
less and less isolated in a globalized world of economic interdependence. To 
project a ‘new face’ of the Cuban nation, ‘the State concedes rights to 
politically ill-treated but symbolically loaded sectors, with the aim of 
surviving the current legitimacy crisis of the regime’ (ibid., 164, my 
translation). This thus forms a context for understanding the shift of rhetoric 
in Cuban sexual political discourse. 

Negrón-Muntaner focuses on an international gaze to understand the new 
rhetoric in Cuban sexual politics. My interest here lies in the workings of 
this shift not towards an ‘outside’ international debate, but rather ‘within’ 
Cuba. The new sexual politics certainly imply a challenge ‘inwards’. Besides 
important changes in legislation, there have been other heavily symbolically 
loaded initiatives, such as educational courses for police officers. As 
mentioned, in 2007 the movie Fresa y chocolate [Strawberry and Chocolate] 
from 1993 was broadcast on Cuban state television, and shortly after came 
the television broadcast of the U.S. movie Brokeback Mountain about the 
passionate relationship between two cowboys. The importance of this cannot 
be underestimated. This followed the soap opera The Hidden Side of the 
Moon, which created a debate that included practically the whole Cuban 
population and provoked strong reactions. I have shown how the intentional 
‘message’ of the soap opera and the introduction of new sexual categories 
‘from above’ were reformulated by the viewers. Even so, such a broad 
debate will inevitably have consequences, as it puts new issues on the 
agenda and contributes to making unsaid assumptions explicit. 

Some scholars have interpreted the shift in Cuban sexual politics as more 
symbolic – or even cosmetic – than substantial. I would argue that it might 
have a potential beyond this. To wind up my analysis I suggest that The 
Hidden Side of the Moon managed to bring the stereotypes inherent in the 
opposition ‘Man’/‘maricón’ to the fore for public debate. The construction of 
revolutionary masculinity has invested heavily in this opposition and has 
drawn on historical inscriptions of a national heterosexual body (see Sierra 
Madero 2006). This contributes to explaining why it is a debate about 
sexuality and sexual politics – rather than, for instance, a more established 
debate on ‘women’s politics’ (see e.g. Lundgren 2010a) – that has managed 
to bring the interconnections between gender and power, specifically 
masculinity, leadership and revolution, to the fore for public debate. If this 
argument were pushed even further, the debate around the soap opera 
together with the work of Cenesex might potentially challenge the gendered 
and sexualized notions that underlie the Cuban state socialist project.180 

                                                 
180 I write ’potentially challenge’, as the shift in sexual politics is still in progress and its long-
term implications cannot yet be evaluated. For instance, in November 2010 there was a vote 
in the United Nations on a resolution condemning extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary 
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One last example might illustrate this potential challenge. Negrón-
Muntaner describes how Mariela Castro Espín made the Communist Youth 
League (UJC) finance a drag queen show at the Astral Theatre in 2008 
(Negrón-Muntaner 2008, 172). The reports from the event celebrated the 
cross-dressing artists for representing ‘notable images of Cubanness 
[notables estampas de cubanidad]’ and suggested that their performances in 
the shadow of an ‘enormous and precious Cuban flag’ were a ‘victory for the 
Cuban nation’ (Caballero 2008; cited in Negrón-Muntaner 2008, 172, my 
translations). 

This official inclusion of transgender public events in the image of the 
nation, of the cherished ‘Cubanness’, is striking. What was once punished 
and constructed in contrast to an ‘autochthonous’ Cuban masculinity, is now 
celebrated and embraced into this construction of a unifying ‘we’. On the 
one hand, this reloading of what is considered ‘truly Cuban’ could again be 
seen as an attempt from above to re-establish an image of unity, in a historic 
moment of change, of fragility and vulnerability. During the broadcast of 
The Hidden Side of the Moon, Commander-in-Chief Fidel Castro fell ill, 
shortly before his eightieth birthday on the 13th of August 2006. The autumn 
of 2006 was a period characterized by rumours and speculations, worry and 
hope, about a potential political shift and even fear of a possible U.S. 
military invasion. Fidel Castro officially resigned as president in February 
2008, and his brother Raúl Castro took over most of his central political 
posts. The period following these events has been one of consolidation 
through renegotiation within a number of political sectors. This historic 
moment is key, then, to understanding the renegotiation of such a 
‘symbolically loaded sector’, in Negrón-Muntaner’s words, as sexual 
politics, and the inclusion of previously excluded practices to consolidate a 
unifying revolutionary ‘we’. 

                                                                                                                   
executions. In the original proposal, sexual orientation was mentioned as one of the 
discriminatory reasons for extrajudicial killings which States should protect against and 
investigate. However, Cuba voted with a group of seventy-nine countries, including Iran and 
Nigeria, to remove the reference to sexual orientation from the resolution. (This reference was 
later included after a new vote in the UN General Assembly on 21 December 2010.)  
Mariela Castro Espín and Cenesex issued a statement addressing Cuba’s vote in the UN, 
making clear that there is no legislation in Cuba that punishes any forms of sexual orientation 
or gender expression, and that Cenesex will continue to work for the recognition of sexual 
rights as human rights (Cenesex 2010b). In this case, it seems that Cuba’s foreign political 
alliances on anti-imperialist grounds, with Iran for instance, weighed more heavily than the 
domestic political stance on sexual rights.  
In a similar manner, topics of sexual and reproductive rights do not form part of Cuba’s 
external political dialogue with Venezuela and Nicaragua (Castro Espín and Roque Guerra 
2009). In both countries, abortion is illegal, and in Nicaragua, same-sex sex was criminalized 
from 1992 to 2008. Hence, while the shift in Cuban sexual politics is promoted to a certain 
international audience, this should not necessarily be taken to represent a fundamental shift in 
Cuba’s general political course. 
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On the other hand, this renegotiation brings a wider range of issues to the 
fore, such as the masculine leadership ideal, the loading of the revolutionary 
‘we’, and the idea of what is ‘typically Cuban’. I thus argue that the debate 
on sexual politics has a destabilizing potential, not only a consolidating one. 
This destabilizing potential reaches beyond these issues. The shift in sexual 
politics implies a new configuration of the relationship between gender and 
sexuality. The new category of ‘homosexuality’ includes all males who have 
sex with other males and is hence based on gender. It can therefore embrace 
both ‘Real men’ and ‘faggots’, who have historically been constituted in 
symbolic opposition. 

This chapter has focused on the ambivalence towards non-heterosexuality 
and how this has been negotiated in relation to specific gendered ideals. The 
chapter thus differs from the preceding chapters that have focused on the 
logics within heterosexuality. Still, they all relate to this dissertation’s 
overall discussion on the interlinkage between gender, sexuality and 
heterosexuality. The close interconnections between certain gendered ideals 
and the exclusion of some forms of sexuality as ‘undesirable’ also regulate 
the gendered ideals and logics governing those included within the 
boundaries of heterosexuality (see e.g. Jackson 2006, 105). I return to the 
question of the interconnections between gender and sexuality and how these 
govern heterosexual relations in the subsequent concluding discussion, 
where I recapitulate the arguments made throughout the dissertation. 
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8. Conclusions  

This dissertation began with an anecdote from my visit to Havana in June 
2010. I had brought up the idea with two friends of making an art exhibition 
on the theme ‘Heterosexual Havana’, and to help make sense of the idea, I 
presented them with a list of well-known local sayings. Among these, for 
instance, were Entre marido y mujer nadie se debe meter [Between husband 
and wife nobody should interfere], Si no me cela no me quiere [If s/he is not 
jealous, s/he does not love me], and Las locas no tienen dueño [Crazy 
women (also, queers/queens) have no owner/s]. During my fieldwork in 
Havana, these sayings were often presented as self-explanatory facts of life, 
and I interpreted them as expressions of the logics governing heterosexual 
relations in this context. 

Interestingly, my friend Sofia sceptically suggested a reinterpretation of 
this list: ‘Silje, what you are really talking about is machismo [male 
chauvinism]!’ This comment was uttered in an uncommitted everyday 
conversation, and Sofia probably just meant that I was too thick to grasp the 
obvious. Even so, her comment managed to bring my analytical discussion 
to a head. It is therefore recapitulated to wind up and connect some of the 
analytical threads that have been developed in the course of the dissertation. 
So, for the sake of argument, I will try out some different readings of Sofia’s 
comment and explore their analytical implications. 

In the introductory chapter, I wrote that Sofia’s comment, particularly her 
wording in saying that I was ‘really’ talking about machismo, might be taken 
as a suggestion that I had got my analytical priorities wrong. As described 
earlier, heterosexuality was originally chosen as an angle to approach gender 
and gendered ideals in the Havana context. Importantly, this choice of 
emphasis was not due to a theoretical presupposition that heterosexuality is 
analytically ‘prior’ to gender (see Jackson 2005, 28). Rather, it was an 
experiment that turned out to be fruitful in teasing out some of the 
interlinkages between gender and sexuality in my material. This 
reformulation of my earlier research questions was inspired by Stevi 
Jackson’s argument that exploring the empirical connections between gender 
and sexuality is a critical element in the analysis of heterosexuality (Jackson 
1999, 107, 174). 

As to the sayings above, I interpreted them as normative ‘truths’ that 
regulated heterosexual relations. Sofia, for her part, pointed towards the 
gendered aspects of these logics with the suggestion that I was ‘really’ 
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talking about male chauvinism. This has several analytical implications. 
First, Sofia could be said to reinterpret the analytical order of the matter and 
to insist that gender was somehow ‘prior’: underlying heterosexual relations. 
Second, and maybe more importantly, Sofia chose male chauvinism as a tool 
to understand the sayings. Hence, she made explicit the hierarchical 
character of the gendered ideals that were reflected in these sayings. 

The latter is particularly interesting, as it directly re-connects to an 
insistence on Jackson’s part to analyse heterosexuality’s interlinkage with 
gender – as both division and hierarchy (Jackson 1999, 163). Jackson even 
argues that gender hierarchy is fundamental to heterosexuality (ibid., 174), 
and reads heterosexuality as a specific institutionalized form of hierarchical 
gender relations (ibid., 179). Throughout the chapters of the dissertation, I 
have chosen not to highlight these points in my use of Jackson. To develop 
an anthropological analysis, one cannot presume – or impose – such specific 
assumptions about hierarchical gender constructions. However, for this 
concluding discussion, it seems that Sofia prompts me to revise my analysis 
of heterosexuality and explore the implications of her re-interpretation of the 
matter at issue as being ‘really’ about male chauvinism. I read her comment 
as a suggestion to explore the gendered ideals that underlie the logics of 
heterosexuality in this context, and as a challenge to make gendered 
asymmetries explicit. 

Let me briefly mention one example where Sofia’s comment contributes 
to expanding my reading of one of the sayings in a very concrete way. The 
saying Entre marido y mujer nadie se debe meter – Between husband and 
wife nobody should interfere, was discussed in chapter 3 on couplehood. 
There, I interpreted this saying as an expression of a specific notion of the 
heterosexual couple as an inseparable unity of belonging. The dealings and 
power struggle of the couple were viewed as an internal affair that must be 
guarded and protected from outside attacks. At the same time, I showed how 
this notion was reworked in a context of tightened material and economic 
conditions and an increased interdependence among extended families. 
These conditions destabilized familiar expectations and altered gendered 
positions. Within this context, several of the ideals around heterosexual 
couplehood were reinterpreted in ways that complicated the logics of 
heterosexual desirability. 

In chapter 4, this particular saying that nobody should interfere between 
husband and wife returned again. There, I showed how it was used by police 
officers as an argument not to interfere when women reported abuse from 
their partners and required action from the local police (for an example see 
Negra cubana tenía que ser 2006). Sofia and I discussed this on a couple of 
occasions, and there was no doubt that she saw this as an expression of 
machismo and considered it unjust and cowardly on the part of the police. In 
this case, her reinterpretation of my reading of the sayings – that I was 
‘really’ talking about machismo – makes sense in a very literal way. It 
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reveals how, in some cases, the notion of the heterosexual couple as an 
internal affair can be reinforced in everyday interactions in ways that also 
enforce the view of violence as a problem of ‘others’ or of the individual 
woman who is being abused. But in other cases, we saw that such 
‘interference between husband and wife’ was deemed highly legitimate and 
necessary. For instance, tightened family interdependence gave additional 
players the right to evaluate a family member’s choice of partner, and 
practical possibilities to meddle if they disapproved. The space of 
negotiation for a couple was also affected by scarce economic assets, 
together with the shortage of housing. Thus, the logics that governed 
heterosexual relations were intrinsically entangled with a range of other 
conditions and ideals that were considered correct or natural. Sometimes, 
such taken-for-granted sayings were employed in ways that reinforced the 
heterosexual logics. In other situations, they were reinterpreted and adapted 
to other needs and stakes. 

Hence, what is at issue in this final discussion is not the analytical or 
logical ‘priority’ between gender, sexuality, and heterosexuality. In 
Jackson’s words, ‘The connections between the everyday meanings of 
gender, sexuality, and heterosexuality seem too complex and variable to 
permit any simple explanation of causal priority’ (Jackson 2005, 30). The 
challenge is rather to explore their specific interconnections, and how these 
are enacted and made use of in everyday life in this context. This was also 
the first research question of the dissertation. 

In trying to disentangle these interconnections, the arena of couplehood 
makes for an interesting starting point. There, the saying Entre marido y 
mujer… can be read in close relation to another saying; Si no me cela, no me 
quiere – If s/he is not jealous, s/he does not love me. In my material, I 
showed how negotiations within heterosexual couples were characterized by 
constant suspiciousness and vigilance. Jealousy was taken as a sign of love, 
care, and desire, and mutual control was considered a necessary and 
inevitable part of couplehood. This logic was intrinsically connected to 
gendered conceptions of sexuality, of male ‘drives’ and female ‘needs’. A 
man needed to control his female partner to defend his own manliness, so as 
not to appear weak or unable to satisfy her ‘needs’. His control also made 
her appear heterosexually desirable; if he became jealous, she had managed 
to provoke his inherent ‘drives’. For her part, if she managed to ‘tame’ these 
drives through distracting his erotic attention from other women, this too 
boosted her desirability. This illustrates the complementarity of these 
gendered conceptions of sexuality. Her ability to ‘make a man go crazy’ also 
depended on his uncontrollable sexual ‘drives’. He, on the other hand, 
needed her control in order to appear desirable, through portraying himself 
as sought after, with a need to escape his couple relationship. These 
conceptions of sexuality thus shaped the gendered positions available in the 
negotiations of heterosexual couplehood. They were also crucial to mark a 
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position of heterosexual desirability which in turn gave leverage in the 
negotiations within a couple. 

This points towards the very tight interconnections between sexuality, 
gender, and heterosexuality in this context. From the internal struggles to 
gain leverage in a couple relationship, I teased out a construction of men and 
women as two oppositional forces that on the one hand need, complement, 
and desire each other and at the same time repel, control, and manipulate 
each other. I suggested that this reflects a specifically heterosexual gender 
construction in which men and women are seen as glued together in a 
constant tension of mutual control. This relationship of complementarity is 
not only gendered, but men and women are also constructed as erotically 
complimentary. Thus, by ‘doing’ heterosexuality, my interlocutors were also 
‘doing’ gender (Jackson 1999, 5f.), as these were constructed in close 
interrelation. 

Due to this interrelation, the logics of heterosexual relations also regulate 
gendered ideals. This could be illustrated by another saying, namely Las 
locas no tienen dueño, which could be approximately translated as: Crazy 
women (also, queers/queens) have no owner/s. This saying is rich and 
complex. It hints at an ‘ownership’ that can be read in line with my 
discussion of the logical necessity of mutual control between men and 
women. Or, rather, the saying points out that if this control is lacking – if 
there is no ‘owner’ – there is something wrong or amiss. If read backwards, 
the saying seems to state that a woman without anyone to control her is 
‘crazy’, abnormal, deviant. She is not properly straight, just like the 
flamboyant and over-the-top locas, queers or queens. Hence women – and 
men – who transgress the heterosexual logics, such as a woman without an 
‘owner’ or a queer/queen, are clearly off limits and written off as crazy: over 
the top, wildly unruly, and literally out of control. Here we see how the 
underlying logics of heterosexual relations also speak of gendered 
‘normality’ (see also Jackson 1999, 5). 

To follow up on this point, throughout the dissertation we have seen how 
hierarchies within heterosexuality were tightly connected to gendered ideals. 
This was made clear in my discussion about the hierarchies between 
different expressions of female eroticism. Interestingly, these were 
consolidated through portraying certain gendered ideals as ‘in/correct’. The 
project of sexual education delimited its encouragement of female eroticism 
through establishing a range of ‘correct’ gendered ideals that should 
normatively accompany sexual behaviour. Similarly, when my interlocutors 
framed certain women’s sexual performances as ‘vulgar’ or ‘low culture’, 
this was intimately connected to the ascription of ‘incorrect’ gendered values 
such as machismo and ‘masochism’ to these women. This connection was so 
tight that it also worked the other way around: the attribution of ‘incorrect’ 
gendered values worked to further ascribe ‘low culture’ to a person. 
Hierarchies were firmly established within female eroticism through a range 
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of normative characteristics that should accompany female sexuality. Thus, 
hierarchies within heterosexuality were closely interrelated with hierarchical 
gendered ideals. This relates to Jackson’s point that normative 
heterosexuality regulates those kept within its boundaries as well as 
marginalizing those outside them (Jackson 2006, 105; see also Seidman 
2002; 2005, 59f.).  

The role of female eroticism in sexual education was an interesting case 
in point. It relates to my second research question about the articulation of 
difference and hierarchies in the negotiation of ideals around gender and 
sexuality. To recapitulate my argument, on the one hand, heterosexual 
female eroticism was encouraged in contrast to Catholic ideals of chastity, 
which were deemed ‘anachronistic’. This encouragement played on the 
historical inscription of eroticism as a positive and celebrated feature in 
‘Cubanness’, symbolized by the eroticized position of the mixed-race 
woman. On the other hand, this positive eroticism was framed by the 
counter-image of ‘oversexualization’. As mentioned, some expressions of 
heterosexual female eroticism were celebrated, while others were excluded 
through a distance against that which was considered ‘vulgar’ and ‘out of 
control’. Female eroticism hence formed an important part of a positive and 
including ‘we’. At the same time, this ‘we’ was delineated through the 
exclusion of ‘other’ such expressions. Female eroticism was important in 
creating an image of national particularity and unity, while at the same time 
being a central site for marking difference and creating hierarchies. Thus, 
including and unifying conceptions of ‘Cubanness’ were both delineated and 
reinforced through the exclusion and demarcation of difference within this 
collectivity. 

This tension between inclusion and exclusion, unity and hierarchy, was 
also present in my discussion on the logics of the street interaction. There, I 
showed how the practice of piropos was included in the conception of street 
interaction as a mutual erotic interplay, which related to a larger positive 
erotization of ‘Cubanness’. Piropos hence became important ingredients in 
the notion of ‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’. The capacity to present a good piropo 
became a sign of national belonging, while a lack of this ‘special gift’ was 
taken as an individual shortcoming. However, the role of piropos as part of 
‘Cuban idiosyncrasy’ was delimited through a portrayal of rude and 
offensive comments as ‘degenerate’ forms of this national particularity. 
Hence, on the one hand piropos were used to articulate unity and pride, and 
on the other hand, they became a way to mark difference. Again, I suggest 
that this exclusion was conditioned by and thus confirmed the role of 
piropos as an element of a positive national particularity. 

The logics of street interaction were tightly connected to the gendered 
conceptions of sexuality discussed above, specifically that of male ‘drives’. 
The practice of piropos and other non-verbal eroticized performances in 
street interaction were taken as expressions of men’s irrepressible inherent 



 169

nature. This contributed to naturalizing the practice of piropos and the 
underlying logic of male ‘drives’. The expression of these uncontrollable 
‘drives’ was embraced as ‘typically Cuban’ and hence conceived of as 
profoundly positive. This logic was formed in direct complementarity to the 
idea of women’s ability to arouse these ‘drives’, which was emically 
understood to ascribe to women a position of sexual ‘power’. Men’s explicit 
expressions of desire in street interaction were interpreted as compliments to 
women, and the more explosive and ‘uncontrollable’, the greater the 
compliment. This was confronted by a Cuban feminist critique, which 
argued that this logic of male ‘drives’ contributed to holding women 
responsible for harassment. 

Explosive and ‘uncontrolled’ expressions of male desire in street 
interaction were hence naturalized and celebrated and could hardly be ‘too 
much’. This is not to say that the form in which this desire was expressed 
was not highly deliberated and consciously verbalized. Piropos were also 
hierarchized and distinguished into ‘appropriate’ and ‘normal’ on the one 
hand, and ‘vulgar’ or ‘degenerate’ on the other. However, even a ‘vulgar’ 
comment or sexual performance was seen as an expression of male virility 
and included in the image of a mutual erotic interplay that was celebrated as 
a national particularity. 

This points to a clearly gendered aspect of hierarchies between different 
expressions of eroticism. Both male and female eroticism formed part of that 
which was considered ‘typically Cuban’, and were important in establishing 
a positive ‘we’. In both cases, hierarchies were established among the forms 
in which this eroticism was expressed. However, there is a difference 
between the logics regulating male and female eroticism. Female eroticism 
could be considered ‘exaggerated’ or ‘out of control’ in a negative way. In 
comparison, the ‘uncontrollability’ of male virility or sexual ‘drives’ was not 
considered negative. Instead, it was naturalized and embraced as part of 
Cuban ‘idiosyncrasy’. Moreover, the explosiveness of male desire was not 
seen as an expression of ‘low culture’, as was the case in the process of 
othering through which hierarchies were established among women. The 
‘appropriate’ limits of female eroticism were negotiated in everyday 
encounters and through comparisons between actual women, who were 
evaluated in terms of ‘too much’ or ‘out of control’. Again, hierarchies 
within heterosexuality were tightly interconnected with gendered ideals. 
These gendered ideals appear clearly asymmetric as they were interpreted in 
everyday interaction.  

A further comparison between these two examples sheds more light on 
the latter point. My analysis showed that men who excelled in the game of 
street interaction also gained status in a male homosocial hierarchy. These 
hierarchical positions among men were negotiated in relation to a clearly 
hegemonic position that inspired awe and admiration. But even those men 
who failed or fell short in their skills were included in the homosocial game. 
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Moreover, a man did not necessarily lose status through a rude comment. 
Women’s bothered reactions were of less importance than appearing funny 
and daring in front the group of men. In a sense, male hierarchies were 
established in relation to – and also at the expense of – women in street 
interaction, of their expressions of appreciation, of ignoring, disgust, or fear. 
Women became necessary instruments through which men communicated to 
negotiate hierarchical positions. In comparison, hierarchies among women 
were established at the expense of other women. In my main example in 
chapter 4, the admirable and celebrated position of one woman was obtained 
through the explicit devaluing of another. Again, we see how the logics 
governing heterosexual relations were enacted and interpreted in ways that 
form clearly gendered and asymmetric sets of rules for men and women. 

In these arenas, the negotiation of ideals around gender and sexuality was 
characterized by a constant demarcation of difference and distinction. In 
both examples, my interlocutors made use of ‘cultural level’ as a marker of 
difference to distance themselves from others. With Beverley Skeggs, I 
suggested that this worked as a process of exclusion (Skeggs 2004a, 6, 26). 
‘Low culture’ was used to ascribe to others a range of disdained 
characteristics such as ‘oversexualization’ and grosería. Their value was 
marked through an inscription of certain characteristics in their bodies (ibid., 
12f.). This was then used as a contrast through which my interlocutors could 
ascribe to themselves positive characteristics such as ‘normality’, 
moderation, and ‘non-vulgarity’. The inscription of others became a 
resource, a way to generate value for my interlocutors (ibid., 26). In a 
process of othering, my interlocutors claimed moral distance from the ‘low 
culture’ that was ascribed to others, and thus marked a position of 
superiority. 

In this context, ‘cultural level’ was a familiar marker to accentuate 
difference and privilege. My interlocutors’ choice of this specific marker 
was not coincidental. Instead, I would suggest that ‘cultural level’ became a 
marker of increasing importance in the current historic moment. At the 
outset of the dissertation, I argued that the new economic differentiations 
after the crisis in the 1990s were experienced as ‘randomized’, since they no 
longer followed earlier recognizable and familiar hierarchies. In this process 
of renegotiating familiar differentiations and hierarchies, I suggest that 
‘cultural level’ was revitalized as a tool to re-establish a position of 
privilege. 

This specific historic moment also played a central role in developing my 
argument about the production of beauty. This discussion pointed beyond 
such familiar markers of difference as ‘cultural level’, towards new sites for 
establishing hierarchies in a context of new economic differentiations. We 
saw that my interlocutors cherished and explicitly subscribed to the 
voluptuous female body ideal of the criollita. I read the parallel and frequent 
preoccupation with weight loss among my female interlocutors as closely 
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connected to the recent economic crisis with its generalized and deeply 
troubling memories of hunger. The talk of different strategies of weight loss 
thus worked as a tool to mark distance from necessity. Further, I interpreted 
my interlocutors’ identification with professionalized work-out, a practice 
that was locally read as ‘foreign’, as a way to inscribe values such as wealth, 
power, and mobility in their bodies. Hence, my interlocutors could be said to 
mark privilege on new sites, such as the female body, as a way to navigate in 
a context of destabilized differentiations. The body became a ‘site upon 
which distinctions can be drawn’ (Skeggs 1997, 84; see also Bourdieu 1984, 
190ff.), through marking bodies with certain characteristics (see Skeggs 
2004a, 12f.). 

In this example, ‘Cubanness’ played a somewhat different role than in the 
other examples above. On the one hand, the image of an inherent ‘typically 
Cuban’ female beauty was an important ingredient in marking national 
particularity and pride. On the other hand, among my interlocutors the 
female body also became a site for marking difference and privilege through 
playing with the connotations of ‘foreignness’. Again, we see how a central 
site for establishing unity and national particularity was also used to mark 
difference and create a position of privilege. 

Here, it is worth mentioning the explicit racialization of the female body 
ideal of the criollita. This ideal was portrayed as ‘typically Cuban’ through 
the formulation of this figure as a mulata, a mixed-race woman. The female 
body hence became a central site for marking national particularity through 
an explicitly racialized body ideal. In this context, my interlocutors’ choice 
of this site to demarcate difference and privilege could be read as a symbolic 
strategy of ‘whitening’. However, I would argue rather that my interlocutors 
in fact reproduced the positive loading of this – racialized – ‘Cubanness’. 
They took pride in and constantly inscribed themselves in this ‘we’, the 
‘typically Cuban’ – racialized – beauty and eroticism. 

Again there is a tension in the notion of ‘Cubanness’, which is here 
articulated through a flirtation with the symbolic connotations of 
‘foreignness’. Nevertheless, I would suggest that my interlocutors’ use of 
these two to position themselves was not contradictory. In Skeggs’s terms, 
both ‘Cubanness’ and ‘foreignness’ were used as resources (Skeggs 2004a, 
3). My interlocutors employed them in a clearly situational manner and 
playfully drew on the symbolic connotations of both. Both could be used to 
generate value through inscribing different sets of characteristics in the body 
(ibid., 13), but the value of one was not necessarily created at the expense of 
the other. The former, ‘Cubanness’, was used as a resource through drawing 
on historical connotations of national pride and unity, and its ‘constitutive 
other’ (see ibid., 26) was the unfortunate ‘women from other latitudes’ who 
had not been endowed with the typical Cuban beauty. The latter, 
‘foreignness’, became a resource to mark mobility and privilege. In my 
reading, this was not achieved through a fixation of the ‘typically Cuban’ 
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body ideal. Rather, my interlocutors played with the symbolic connotations 
of ‘foreignness’: of superior economic conditions and mobility. Through 
this, they could mark distance from necessity in a context of new economic 
differentiations, even though they were not particularly wealthy in economic 
terms. In this case, the ‘constitutive other’ might be the ‘loose’ and famished 
body that ‘escaped’ control and discipline during the recent humiliating 
years of scarcity and hunger. In this period, the troubles of the body became 
a symbol of things falling apart in painful and sometimes shameful ways. In 
light of this, my interlocutors’ talk of disciplining practices through and 
around the body – taking matters into their own hands – could be read as a 
way to ‘catch’ this body on the run.  

In this context of unfamiliar differentiations in a moment of post-crisis, 
the body thus became a new and important site – both for subscribing to a 
cherished conception of ‘Cubanness, and for establishing hierarchies and 
creating a position of privilege. This took place parallel to the re-vitalization 
of other, more familiar mechanisms of differentiation that were used in other 
arenas similarly characterized by this tension of unity and hierarchy within 
the notion of ‘Cubanness’. 

The tension in the notion of ‘Cubanness’ at this historic moment was also 
brought up in my discussion on sexual politics. Due to the explicitly 
gendered and sexualized inscription of ‘Cubanness’, this tension has further 
implications for my discussion of the interconnections between gender, 
sexuality, and heterosexuality. The idea of an ‘autochthonous Cuban 
masculinity’ played a central role in the historical construction of a national 
identity, as argued by Abel Sierra Madero (2006). This masculinity was 
constructed in contrast to a homoerotic subject, which was perceived as an 
attempt against national sovereignty (ibid., 88). This heterosexual masculine 
ideal was later consolidated during the revolutionary process after 1959 
through a conflation between the ideals of the good man, the good 
revolutionary, and the ‘typical Cuban’ (Rosendahl 1997a, 85, 167). 
Revolutionary masculinity was constructed in symbolic opposition to the 
figure of the maricón, which was made to embody all the characteristics that 
were considered unmanly, such as weakness, impotence, cowardice, and 
untrustworthiness. Thus, a specific ideal of heterosexual masculinity has 
been historically inscribed in the notion of ‘Cubanness’ and legitimized 
throughout the revolutionary process. 

The reformulation of sexual politics during the last two decades can be 
read as a renegotiation of this historical inscription of a specifically 
heterosexual gendered ideal as the base of the nation. Sexual politics are now 
reconstructed to include ‘diversity’ and ‘tolerance’, and transgender public 
events are embraced as ‘typically Cuban’. Same-sex sexuality and 
transgenderism, which were once punished and formed the symbolic 
opposition of an autochthonous ‘Cubanness’, are now included in a 
celebrated ‘we’. Here, I trace a continuity in that sexual politics are still 
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formulated in unifying concepts that are presented as ‘truly Cuban’, which 
could in turn be understood as a consolidation of the revolutionary project. 

I pointed out that the recent reformulation of sexual politics has a 
destabilizing potential beyond this political realm. It implies a new 
configuration of the relationship between gender and sexuality. The specific 
construction of the new category of ‘homosexuality’ may also entail a 
renegotiation of the boundaries of its opponent ‘heterosexuality’. The 
position of heterosexuality is conditioned by the othering of other 
sexualities, and any renegotiation of that which is excluded thus also affects 
the construction of heterosexuality. This concluding discussion has shown 
that both the logics regulating those included within the boundaries of 
heterosexuality, and the marginalization of those excluded, also regulate 
gendered ideals and speak of gendered ‘normality’. A renegotiation of the 
symbolic base of the exclusion of some forms of sexuality as ‘undesirable’ 
will also have implications for that which is included in ‘normality’, and 
hence might imply a renegotiation of the gendered ideals that should 
normatively accompany sexuality. 

As mentioned, the historical exclusion of non-heterosexuality was tightly 
connected to the consolidation of a specific ideal of masculinity. The base of 
this exclusion, the symbolic opposition between the ‘real Man’ and the 
‘maricón’, is now in a process of renegotiation. That which was earlier 
excluded as ‘counterrevolutionary’ or foreign elements that threatened 
national sovereignty, is now being embraced as ‘truly Cuban’. A new 
category of ‘homosexuality’ has been introduced, which includes all males 
who have sex with other males and is hence based on gender. This has 
consequences for the construction of masculinity. The contents in the 
category of ‘man’ are broadened and come to include those formerly 
excluded. The scope of the ‘normality’ of manliness is widened and becomes 
more inclusive. 

Can we speak of a similar broadening or inclusiveness for women? To 
take up one of the examples above, I traced different and asymmetric sets of 
rules for male and female eroticism. Hence, the scope of what are considered 
‘desirable’ forms of female eroticism do not seem to have been widened, and 
the exclusion of other forms as ‘inappropriate’ seems stable. Moreover, the 
hierarchies that were established between different forms of female eroticism 
were closely connected to hierarchical gendered ideals. It seems that 
femininity is still hierarchized, as some women are included in ‘normality’ at 
the expense of other women.  

We can thus trace a wider and more inclusive masculinity, and the 
perpetuation of a narrow and hierarchized femininity. The symbolic 
devaluing of that which is excluded seems to be reinforced. This argument 
could be read along the lines of Sofia’s suggestion that when I spoke of 
heterosexuality I was ‘really’ talking about male chauvinism. She pointed to 
the tight interconnection between the logics governing heterosexual relations 
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and asymmetric gendered ideals. This is similar to Stevi Jackson’s argument 
that ‘the heterosexual contract is a powerful mechanism whereby gender 
hierarchy is guaranteed’ (Jackson 2005, 28). 

Gender and heterosexuality are hence clearly interrelated in this context. 
The underlying construction of gender as an ‘attraction between opposites’ 
(see Wilton 1996, 126) forms the basis of heterosexuality. And the other way 
around, heterosexuality conditions a naturalized gender division 
(Ambjörnsson 2004, 137). In Jackson’s terms, ‘heterosexuality depends 
upon and guarantees gender division’ (Jackson 2006, 105). Above, I argued 
that the renegotiation of that which is excluded from heterosexuality might 
have implications for the boundaries of heterosexuality. However, this 
concluding discussion shows that neither gender division, nor gender 
hierarchy, have been renegotiated (see also Lundgren 2010a). By 
implication, the position of heterosexuality, and the tight interrelation of 
heterosexuality with gendered ideals and ‘normality’, have not been altered. 

This concluding discussion sheds further light on the research questions of 
the dissertation. My analysis has illustrated the tight interconnections 
between gender and sexuality, in that specific conceptions of sexuality 
shaped the gendered positions available and were crucial in marking a 
position of heterosexual desirability. This logic reflected a specifically 
heterosexual gender construction of men and women as oppositional forces, 
glued together in a relationship of eroticized complementarity. 

The negotiation of ideals around gender and sexuality was characterized 
by a constant demarcation of difference and distinction. The hierarchies that 
were established between different expressions of eroticism were tightly 
connected to hierarchical gendered ideals. Here, ‘cultural level’ became an 
important marker of difference used among my interlocutors in a process of 
othering to mark moral distance and create a position of privilege. 

I showed how female eroticism, expressions of male desire in street 
interaction, and the female body ideal were all important ingredients in 
establishing an image of national particularity, and at the same time they 
became sites for creating hierarchies. In this process, including and unifying 
conceptions of ‘Cubanness’ were both delineated and reinforced through the 
exclusion and demarcation of difference within this collectivity. 
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Appendix 

Questionnaire on piropos 
Questionnaire on piropos – original version and translated into English 
 
Questionnaire to women – Spanish 
Edad:______ 
1) ¿Cuál ha sido el piropo más bonito que ha recibido? 
 ¿Cómo fue? (¿Qué le dijo, quién lo hizo, dónde fue, si fue en la calle u otro 
lugar?) 
¿Cuál fue su reacción? 
2) ¿Cuál ha sido el piropo más grosero que ha recibido? 
 ¿Cómo fue? (¿Qué le dijo, quién lo hizo, dónde fue, si fue en la calle u otro 
lugar?) 
¿Cuál fue su reacción? 
3) ¿Cuál fue el último piropo que recibió?  
 ¿Cómo fue? (¿Qué le dijo, quién lo hizo, dónde fue, si fue en la calle u otro 
lugar?) 
¿Cuál fue su reacción? 
4) ¿Cómo suele reaccionar cuando alguien le piropea? Ponga 2-3 ejemplos. 
5) ¿Cómo considera que son la mayoría de los piropos que escucha? (p.ej. 
bonitos, groseros, otros) ¿De qué depende? 
6) ¿Ha piropeado alguna vez? En caso de que la respuesta sea afirmativa; 
¿qué ha dicho? ¿A quién? ¿En qué situación? ¿Suele piropear? Ponga 
ejemplos. 
7) ¿Alguna vez una mujer le ha piropeado? ¿Cómo fue, qué le dijo, dónde 
fue? ¿Cuál fue su reacción? Si le ha pasado varias o muchas veces, ponga 
ejemplos. 
8) ¿Cómo sería su hombre ideal? Mencione al menos 5 aspectos de su 
apariencia y al menos 3 de su carácter. (En caso que usted se identifique 
como lesbiana, ¿cómo sería su mujer ideal?) 
9) ¿Cómo cree que es la mujer ideal para el hombre cubano? Mencione al 
menos 5 aspectos de su apariencia y al menos 3 de su carácter. 
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Questionnaire to women – English 
Age:______ 
1) What has been the most beautiful piropo that you have received? 
How was it? (What was said to you, who said it, where was it, was it in the 
street or elsewhere?) 
What was your reaction? 
2) What has been the most rude piropo that you have received? 
How was it? (What was said to you, who said it, where was it, was it in the 
street or elsewhere?) 
What was your reaction? 
3) What was the last piropo that you received? 
How was it? (What was said to you, who said it, where was it, was it in the 
street or elsewhere?) 
What was your reaction? 
4) How do you usually react when someone gives you a piropo? Give 2-3 
examples. 
5) How do you consider the majority of the piropos that you hear? (e.g. 
beautiful, rude, other) What does it depend on? 
6) Have you ever given a piropo? In case of an affirmative answer: What did 
you say? To whom? In what situation? Do you usually give piropos? Give 
examples. 
7) Has a woman ever given you a piropo? How was it, what did she say to 
you, where was it? What was you reaction? If it has happened several or 
many times, give examples. 
8) What would your ideal man be like? Mention at least 5 aspects of his 
looks and at least 3 of his character. (If you identify as a lesbian, what would 
your ideal woman be like?) 
9) What do you think the Cuban man’s ideal woman is like? Mention at least 
5 aspects of her looks and at least 3 of her character. 
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Questionnaire to men – Spanish 
Edad:______ 
1) Mencione un ejemplo de un piropo bonito que ha oído durante los últimos 
tiempos. 
2) ¿Cuál sería su reacción si alguien le dijera ese piropo a su 
novia/esposa/hermana/madre? (Especifique su reacción en uno de los casos)  
3) Mencione un ejemplo de un piropo grosero que ha oído durante los 
últimos tiempos. 
4) ¿Cuál sería su reacción si alguien le dijera ese piropo a su 
novia/esposa/hermana/madre? (Especifique su reacción en uno de los casos) 
 5) ¿Usted suele piropear? 
 6) En caso de respuesta afirmativa, mencione uno o más ejemplos de un 
piropo que le podría decir a:  
- una mujer que no conoce - una mujer que conoce (especifique) 
7) ¿Cómo suele reaccionar una mujer a un piropo 
- bonito  - grosero 
8) ¿Cuál reacción le gusta que la mujer tenga cuando usted la piropea?  
9) ¿Alguna vez le han piropeado a usted? ¿Cómo fue? (¿Qué le dijo, quién lo 
hizo, dónde fue?) 
¿Cuál fue su reacción?  
10) ¿Le suelen piropear a usted? 
11) ¿Alguna vez un hombre le ha piropeado? ¿Cómo fue, qué le dijo, dónde 
fue? ¿Cuál fue su reacción? Si le ha pasado varias o muchas veces, ponga 
ejemplos. 
12) ¿Cómo sería su mujer ideal? Mencione al menos 5 aspectos de su 
apariencia y al menos 3 de su carácter. (En caso de que se identifique como 
homosexual, ¿cómo sería su hombre ideal?)  
13) ¿Cómo cree que es el hombre ideal para la mujer cubana? Mencione al 
menos 5 aspectos de su apariencia y al menos 3 de su carácter. 
14) ¿Cómo cree que es la mujer ideal para el hombre cubano?  
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Questionnaire to men – English 
Age:______ 
1) Mention an example of a beautiful piropo that you have heard recently. 
2) What would be your reaction if someone said that piropo to your 
girlfriend/wife/sister/mother? (Specify your reaction in one of the cases) 
3) Mention an example of a rude piropo that you have heard recently. 
4) What would be your reaction if someone said that piropo to your 
girlfriend/wife/sister/mother? (Specify your reaction in one of the cases) 
5) Do you usually give piropos? 
6) In case of an affirmative answer, mention one or more examples of a 
piropo that you might say to: 
- a women you do not know - a woman you know (specify) 
7) How does a woman usually react to a piropo that is 
- beautiful  - rude 
8) What reaction do you like from a woman when you give her a piropo? 
9) Have you ever received a piropo? How was it? (What was said to you, 
who did it, where was it?) 
What was your reaction? 
10) Do you usually receive piropos? 
11) Has a man ever given you a piropo? How was it, what did he say to you, 
where was it? What was your reaction? If it has happened several or many 
times, give examples. 
12) What would your ideal woman be like? Mention at least 5 aspects of her 
looks and at least 3 of her character. (If you identify as homosexual, what 
would your ideal man be like?) 
13) What do you think the Cuban woman’s ideal man is like? Mention at 
least 5 aspects of his looks and at least 3 of his character. 
14) What do you think the Cuban man’s ideal woman is like? 
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