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PART I

Stakes of the Field





1. Cuba’s Revolution from Within
THE POLIT ICS OF HISTORICAL PARADIGMS

jennifer l. lambe and michael j. bustamante

When this year comes to a close,” the Cuban writer Virgilio Piñera observed 
in the newspaper Revolución on November 11, 1959, “what has been written 
about the Revolution  will comprise  little more than a novelette, a  couple short 
stories, a dozen poems, and a few hundred articles. No one would downplay the 
importance of this panoramic production about the Cuban Revolution. Never-
theless, the organic book, the history of the Revolution, has yet to be written.”1

As Piñera reflected upon “the Revolution” in 1959, he was referring to the 
anti- Batista strug gle that had unfolded before that year of insurgent triumph. 
 Today, in contrast, “the Revolution” generally denotes a historical age that 
only begins with Batista’s flight— for some ongoing and unbroken, for  others 
inconclusive or even terminal. Neither could we categorize what has been 
written about the 1959 Revolution as a mere “novelette.” Sixty years  later, that 
event has received as much attention as any other in recent Latin American 
history. Moreover, as self- interested academics dependent on the “wheel 
of revisionism” (per Florencia Mallon), we would be hard- pressed to stand 
 behind Piñera’s plea for one “organic” book that might pres ent “the History of 
the Revolution.”2 Certainly, the Cuban Revolution has not wanted for a constant 
stream of experts, churning out de cades’ worth of observations, analyses, and 
critiques.

Yet in spite of the profusion of work about the era in question— both criti-
cal and deferential, serious and superficial— our knowledge of the social, 

“
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cultural, and po liti cal history of revolutionary Cuba remains fragmented and, 
in many places, underdeveloped. In recent years, the scholarship has gained 
a fresh vitality, spurred by a more receptive, if still po liti cally constrained cli-
mate for researchers on the island, as well as the emergence of a new cohort 
of se nior and ju nior scholars abroad. Nonetheless, historians continue to be 
challenged by a dearth of primary sources, the vagaries of archival access, and 
the broader politicization of the field. “In more than one re spect,” noted the 
Havana- based historian Oscar Zanetti in 2010, “the Cuban Revolution has yet 
to be historicized.”3 Or, as the expatriate intellectual Rafael Rojas put it in 
2008, “fifty years is enough time for a historiographical school to emerge, 
and yet the Cuban Revolution wants for canonical studies.”4 Historical work 
published since then does not fully address  these concerns, even as the 2009 
fiftieth anniversary of the Revolution, and now the sixtieth, have brought re-
newed attention to what has been— and has yet to be— written of its history, 
particularly on the island.5

How can a historiographical school be si mul ta neously overpopulated and 
underdeveloped? In this context, what might it mean to write histories of 
the Cuban Revolution anew? This tension between analytical saturation and 
historiographical absence stems from the myriad ways in which history it-
self was central to the revolutionary proj ect.  After all, the barbudos not only 
assumed po liti cal power; they also effected, as Louis A. Pérez has written, 
an “appropriation of history”: “Central to the claim of historical authenticity 
was the proposition of the triumphant revolution as culmination of a pro cess 
whose antecedents reached deep into the nineteenth  century.”6 The Revolu-
tion’s master narrative (and the exile variations that emerged to  counter it) thus 
yoked the past to its vision for the pres ent, collapsing Cuban history into the te-
leological arc of an overdetermined  future. Official discourse, in turn, helped 
set the stage for its scholarly counterpoint. For years, researchers have had 
 little choice but to take revolutionary leaders at their word,  either to laud or to 
criticize them. From official claims and statistics, they have often generalized 
to popu lar experience more broadly.  Those temptations still confront scholars 
 today.

It is this old, often intramural conversation to which more recent critics, 
including some represented in this volume, have been responding with renewed 
energy. Taking inspiration from pioneering scholars in the past, commenta-
tors across the ideological and geo graph i cal landscape have rekindled the call 
for a historiography that might overcome partisan differences, what ever the 
obstacles. Without rejecting the imperative to revisit old debates with new 
evidence in hand, this volume embraces the need to move beyond preexist-
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ing polemics— whether questions about the Revolution’s success or failure 
or the root  causes of its evolution over time. Nonetheless, it also challenges 
the idea that analytical synthesis, or apo liti cal scholarship, is the necessary 
result. The Revolution from Within: Cuba, 1959–1980 thus meets Piñera’s call 
for an “organic” history of the Revolution with an assertion of plurality and 
antiteleology— what we might characterize as an essentially historicist spirit. 
This emphasis on diversity, however, should not be taken for an analytical 
free- for- all.

What connects all of the essays in this volume is their insistence on a Cuba- 
centric approach to the first two de cades of the island’s post-1959 history. De-
cades of scholarly production have brought us sophisticated accounts of the 
influence of major Cold War power brokers— the United States and the Soviet 
Union, especially—on Cuba’s revolutionary path. While gesturing to the im-
portance of  these and other transnational connections, however,  these essays 
are instead oriented to the internal dynamics of revolutionary pro cess. In this, 
they build on and open up several impor tant areas of thematic inquiry. The 
authors work to further pluralize our understanding of the revolutionary state 
beyond its most public leaders. And, through the insights of cultural history, 
they seek to restore the Revolution’s basic historicity and heterogeneity, high-
lighting the experiences of everyday actors without losing sight of the force of 
state power—at once overwhelming yet diffuse, per sis tent but also quotidian.

Yet  these essays also engage, implicitly or explic itly, the po liti cal stakes 
of Cuban history itself. On one hand, contributors historicize the uses made 
of Cuba’s past by the revolutionary state, dissecting the po liti cal weight with 
which officials invested historical narratives. Several essays capture such 
claims in their historical construction, as state actors fashioned the Revolution 
as the fulfillment of past po liti cal dreams deferred. But  these works likewise 
compel us to consider the impact of official narratives on what is known, and 
knowable, about the Revolution, particularly for scholars. In that, they force 
a reckoning with the po liti cal uses to which academic historical knowledge 
about the revolutionary era can still be put.

In what follows, we further detail this volume’s contributions to the 
field of revolutionary history at a vibrant, nodal point in its development. 
First, however, we try to understand the weight of official paradigms in the 
construction of historiographical narratives about the Revolution over time. 
How, we ask, have revolutionary pro cesses of state formation  shaped what 
popu lar, official, and, fi nally, academic voices have had to say about the Revo-
lution’s history? Overall, we argue that the construction of a revolutionary 
and counterrevolutionary canon of historical knowledge has thrown even 
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purportedly “neutral” scholars into a polarized minefield. The po liti cal func-
tion with which the state ascribed historical knowledge has thus endowed all 
historical scholarship on the Cuban Revolution with an inevitably ideological 
cast. This, we argue, is not just a historiographical problematic but an essen-
tial historical question in its own right.

Building a Revolution: The Uses of History

In its analytical approach to official paradigms, The Revolution from Within can 
be classified as a revisionist proj ect. But to call the essays in this collection 
“revisionist” begs the question: Revisionist relative to what? Most obviously, 
they push back on the par ameters governing official narratives within Cuba’s 
public sphere. They are not uniformly reverent; they do not celebrate the 
Revolution’s emergence, nor sugarcoat the conflicts that came in its wake. Yet 
they are also invested in exploring the Revolution’s lived meanings, diverse 
subjects, and internal complexities.  These imperatives are not exclusively or 
even primarily targeted to antagonistic po liti cal aims.

Debates about the purpose of historical revisionism are far from new when 
it comes to Cuba. As we explore below, historiographical rupture in the early 
1960s once represented a revolutionary response to the apo liti cal scholar-
ship of the past. Historical “revisionism,” however, was far from a uniform 
proj ect, and the po liti cal significance ascribed to it varied considerably over 
time. As the bounds for ideological diversity narrowed throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s, heterodox perspectives on Cuba’s past would be conflated with 
“ideological diversionism” and other po liti cal sins.7 In Cuba  today, “revision-
ism” continues to be read as constitutionally subversive, particularly in its 
presumed challenge to official narratives and the revolutionary state.

The essays in this volume thus evoke a question that has long haunted his-
torical knowledge of the revolutionary period. Namely, can even the most rig-
orous accounts of Cuba’s post-1959 history evolve beyond a game of opposed 
mirrors, one standing in the discursive and ideological space of Havana’s Rev-
olution Square, the other planted in front of Miami’s Freedom Tower?8 To 
return to Piñera’s insightful prognostications from 1959, can scholars of the 
Cuban Revolution be anything but historians of a “court,” beholden to one or an-
other master narrative?9 Should— could— historians of the Cuban Revolution 
find an analytical path out from  under the shadow of official (and counterof-
ficial) paradigms?

The prob lem is perhaps elucidated by an anecdote from a diff er ent, not un-
related context. In her essay “The Material Existence of Soviet Samizdat,” Ann 
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Komaromi relates a joke that would have been familiar to its Rus sian audience. 
“A Soviet grand mother is having trou ble in ter est ing her grand daughter in Lev 
Tolstoi’s beloved classic War and Peace,” Komaromi narrates. “The prob lem is 
not that the novel is too long. It just looks too official.” So the grand mother 
decides to get creative. Drawing on counterhegemonic visual codes, “the poor 
 woman stays up nights retyping the work as ‘samizdat,’ ” a term for clandes-
tine lit er a ture in the late Soviet Union.10 Suddenly, the classic remade with 
alternative trappings has become palatable— tantalizingly forbidden—to the 
grand daughter weary of tomes of all stripes.

Essentially subversive, samizdat drew its force and sustained relevance in 
the Soviet context from the fact of critique: a “re sis tance to mythologizing 
ideology in general.”11 In that,  there is much that endears the concept to a 
volume focused on the Cuban Revolution. An enduring notion of history as 
critique has likewise  shaped popu lar and scholarly accounts of Cuban history 
 after 1959— including some of  those in this volume— largely in response to 
the teleological narratives woven around revolutionary authority.12 In this for-
mulation, the “difference” of historiographical critique lies in its heterodox 
stance vis- à- vis Cuban po liti cal officials and institutions or, more rarely, their 
counter parts in the Cuban diaspora. Where Fidel Castro declared “100 Years 
of Strug gle,” for example, stretching from the first outbreak of the in de pen-
dence wars all the way through his revolutionary pres ent, his critics (Cuban 
and not) have stressed incompatibility with— and even betrayal of— those 
same princi ples and points of origin.

The grand mother’s parodic act, though, begs for another interpretation. 
However pleased her grand daughter might be to receive this remake of an old 
classic,  behind the cover she  will still be confronted with the same story. Tolstoi 
remains Tolstoi, adorned yet fundamentally unadulterated. For twenty- first- 
century Cubans and Cubanists, that act of mimicry masquerading as oppo-
sition would feel both immediate and significant. Trapped in the enduring 
terms of a Manichaean ideological field, revisionists of the pres ent, like  those 
of the past, find themselves hard- pressed to reach beyond fragmented half- 
truths, tepid deflections, and revolutionary just-so stories turned inside out.

Perhaps the correct response, then, is to aim for postrevisionism: to claim, 
however dubiously, that we can transcend the po liti cal fault lines that bur-
dened the telling of history in the past. It would be tempting, if disingenuous, to 
raise the shield of guild “objectivity,” of historical “professionalism.” Claiming 
scholarly “neutrality,” as has long been the practice in U.S. academic historical 
production, seems to offer one potential response to charges of politicization.13 
Yet we are too aware of how newer scholarship might recapitulate polarized 
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debates— how we might, in purporting to shed partisan trappings, actually 
endow them with renewed force. In the place of the revolutionary master nar-
rative, do we risk erecting another, essentially mirroring, even when negating, 
the central tenets of official discourse?

In the early 1960s, however, Cuba’s history represented genuinely subver-
sive material to  those who sought to build a new revolutionary society. Much 
as con temporary critics of the revolutionary government now claim history 
as a mode of critique, so revolutionary intellectuals once called for a new his-
tory to speak to a transformed pres ent. For its most radical proponents, a new 
history would not only overturn the “bourgeois,” pro- U.S., and nationalist 
mythologies they claimed to discern  behind prior historiographical work. It 
would also respond, quite explic itly, to the demands of the revolutionary mo-
ment. As Manuel Moreno Fraginals famously declared from the vantage point 
of 1966, “ There is a general clamor for a new history, for a distinct way of look-
ing at the past.”14 Importantly, this “new history” would not just detail events 
immediately preceding or following 1959; it would also revisit and reinterpret 
the in de pen dence era and beyond.

How new would the new history be? For Moreno Fraginals, it could not 
stop at the rejection of old paradigms, though it would be necessary to over-
come “petty polemics . . .  debating Saco, Martí, Céspedes [luminaries of 
Cuban national thought and the long Cuban in de pen dence strug gle] time and 
again.” “Destroying the old categories” represented an act of initial but ulti-
mately futile “iconoclasm.” In their place Moreno Fraginals called for a “true 
history,” committed by definition, that would break all “bourgeois” rules in 
clearing the path to a Marxist, dialectical approach: “We must head  towards 
 those truly rich sources that the bourgeoisie eliminated from our historical 
inheritance  because they  were precisely the most significant ones. And with 
the support of this new and essential research we must discover the dialectical 
laws of our history.”15

That is, what defined the new revolutionary history was that its authors 
(both state officials and professional historians) made historical production 
responsive—or, critics might say, beholden—to po liti cal concerns. Undoubt-
edly, the commitment of revolutionary historians yielded impor tant contribu-
tions to Cuban historiography, from new attention to marginalized “ people 
without history” to critiques of slavery, imperialism (Spanish and U.S.), and 
po liti cal corruption in Cuba’s past. Moreover, as Kate Quinn charts, in the 
1960s historiographical ferment provoked contentious debates over how 
Cuba’s past should be interpreted in light of its revolutionary pres ent.  These 
 battles pitted a nationalist camp that continued to lionize Cuba’s “heroes” 
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against Marxist scholars invested in uncovering economic pro cesses and 
structures. Yet by 1970, Quinn points out, this “critical historiography” was 
supplanted by a “culture of consent,” dominated by a more conservative nation-
alist school.16 For  later historians, this pivot rendered earlier, more heterodox 
work off limits.

Also of interest for this story of shifting samizdat is the fact that many clas-
sic official texts  were in fact written before 1959 and  later repurposed for a 
revolutionary context.17 This was true, for example, of longtime Cuban Com-
munist Party leader Blas Roca’s Los fundamentos del socialismo en Cuba (1943), 
which  after 1959 helped make the argument that Cuban history led inexorably 
to both revolutionary strug gle and socialism.18 Yet, in hindsight, the revolu-
tionary resurrection of this document is rather surprising.  After all, Blas Roca 
could boast a sustained history of militancy in the Communist Party, which 
spanned its early years as a contestational and revolutionary force, particularly 
leading up to the Revolution of 1933, but also a period of comparative success 
when it functioned as one of a number of progressive blocs cooperating with 
and tolerated during Batista’s only elected presidency (1940–44). It was Ba-
tista himself who legalized the Party in 1938. Subsequently, Roca’s  career saw 
the discrediting of the Communist Party for its collaboration with Batista; the 
resumption of anticommunist persecution in the late 1940s and  under Batista’s 
pro- U.S. dictatorship of the 1950s; and the tentative and often conflicted 
dance between the Communist Party and Castro’s revolutionary movement 
well into the 1960s. And so the shifting po liti cal fault lines between Roca and 
his one- time ally Batista  were rewritten in the revolutionary canonization of 
Roca’s text, which had been penned at a strikingly diff er ent po liti cal juncture. 
The transformation from countercanon to canon thus brings us back to the 
samizdat Tolstoi: the same text (Roca) could in one context be read as coun-
terhegemonic, only to be appropriated and made “official.”19

When it came to the post-1959 era itself, available portrayals further en-
trenched new master narratives by relying, with few exceptions, on anecdote 
and po liti cal truisms. By virtue of proximity to the events in question, testi-
monies by the Revolution’s leaders— whether Che Guevara’s narrative of the 
guerrilla war or Antonio Núñez Jiménez’s  later account, Marching alongside 
Fidel— overshadowed academic texts.20 Meanwhile, as insurgent achievements 
became “official” lore, exile counternarratives quickly emerged to refute 
them. Batista himself published exculpatory memoirs from exile, as did other 
republican- era politicians.21 Even more influential  were early U.S. academic 
and exile publications casting the Revolution’s radicalization across 1960 and 
1961 as a deviation from its “true,” more moderate aims.22
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 Those who tried to escape the choice between officialist conscription 
and exile denunciation found themselves all too often cast into the oppos-
ing camp. By the mid-  to late 1960s, a wave of foreign Marxist scholars had 
published some of the first analytical accounts of the Revolution’s first de cade 
in power. K. S. Karol, René Dumont, Maurice Halperin, Edward Boorstein, 
Leo Huberman, and Paul Sweezy remained critical of U.S. aggression and 
the exile community, and they  were sympathetic to the Revolution’s radical 
course.23 But unlike the more enthusiastic fellow travelers of the Revolution’s 
early years (e.g., C. Wright Mills, Jean- Paul Sartre, and Huberman and Sweezy 
themselves in an earlier book),  these authors  were not shy about criticizing 
the state’s self- inflicted wounds, particularly in the economic realm.24 Coin-
ciding with a period of financial hardship on the island and a turn  toward 
internal orthodoxy (in part via closer ties with the Soviet Union),  these texts 
quickly became non grata in Cuba. For a time, their authors, along with many 
other nonconformist intellectuals from the Latin American and Eu ro pean 
left, suffered a similar fate.25 More ambiguous in their implications  were the 
accounts of New Left– affiliated young Americans and Latin Americans who 
traveled to the island in continuing solidarity with, if not outright conformity 
to,  these po liti cal turns.  These authors  were often more attentive to the ways 
race, gender, and sexuality still divided Cubans— and their own group— along 
po liti cal lines.26

Institutionalization, followed by disillusionment and exclusion, could also 
endow a growing countercanon with amplified potency. Memoirs and expo-
sés by an expanding list of collaborators turned enemies of the revolutionary 
state— Teresa Casuso, Carlos Moore, Rufo López Fresquet, Mario Llerena, and 
particularly Carlos Franqui and Heberto Padilla, whose controversial 1971 ar-
rest fiercely divided the Revolution’s admirers abroad— provided insider ac-
counts of  those who  were instrumental in the Revolution’s rise but had fallen 
afoul of its rule.27 Though  these texts circulated on the island in scarce quanti-
ties, if at all,  there and in the exile community their critical portraits of state 
dynamics acquired allure precisely  because they  were taboo.

Historical texts— whether domestic or foreign, partisan, testimonial, or 
academic— thus evolved in revolutionary times. In the early 1960s the work 
of rewriting the Cuban historical tradition could be seen as genuinely sub-
versive in appropriating past manifestos as its own. Yet in yoking originally 
contestational texts to an institutionalizing state, canonization carried its 
own risks. Over time, it made a once heterodox historiography vulnerable 
to the Revolution’s po liti cal vicissitudes. Revisited in light of 1968, 1970, or, 
most decisively, 1989, what was once radical could seem tired and even hypo-
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critical. And as historical accounts took up the revolutionary era directly, their 
predictably heroic qualities produced an equal but opposite denunciatory re-
sponse, albeit mostly abroad.

So where does that leave us, historians conscious of the limitations of early 
schools, yet aware of, anxious about, or even energized by the po liti cal uses 
to which our own work can still be put? Can we escape the looping effects of 
the official historical canon? Or are our histories just Tolstoi masquerading as 
samizdat— a familiar oppositional fable hiding  behind an attractively “revision-
ist” cover? To answer  these questions, a further exploration of historiographical 
developments since the late 1960s is required. We offer such an analy sis below. 
But we also must recognize that the enduring place of revolutionary hagiogra-
phy in Cuba’s public sphere imbues many of the essays in this volume, like the 
work of our scholarly pre de ces sors, with a degree of contestational force. This 
is perhaps inevitable in a context in which historical work on the Revolution is 
implicitly pitted or mea sured against official discourse on the same.28

Even so, we insist on the analytical power of serious historicism. Scholars, 
we suggest, can best respond to the revolutionary appropriation of history 
(and the exile community’s mirror- image replies) by taking the Revolution’s 
historical narratives as their analytical starting rather than ending point. This 
work necessarily forgoes historiographical volleys lobbed from ideological 
safe spaces— the ivory towers of reciprocal deafness—in  favor of deep engage-
ment with Cuban sources and island colleagues. It may not be pos si ble to 
break the vise grip of hagiography on one hand and  wholesale denunciation 
on the other. Nonetheless,  there is scholarly territory that lies in between.

Historical Work in Historic Times:  
Past and Pres ent Scholarly Directions

In its emphasis on a Cuba- centric, historicist approach, The Revolution from 
Within seeks to contribute to the innovative and increasingly diverse work on 
the Revolution being produced within and beyond Cuba. Taking advantage of 
a more open, if still cautious climate for academic production on the island, 
intellectuals and scholars have played a notable role in probing Cuba’s revo-
lutionary conjuncture anew. But  these essays also draw on critical gestures 
advanced in previous scholarly production. They are not the first to grapple 
with the (im)possibilities of “rising above” (or beyond) the Revolution’s poli-
tics or the ways in which ongoing events shape the contours of scholarly work.

In addition to the critical Marxists already cited, we might point to the 
po liti cal scientist Richard Fagen as a pioneer of Cuban revolutionary history 
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“from within.” His foundational analy sis of po liti cal culture on the island, 
published in 1968, still offers a useful framework for understanding the pat-
terns and structures of grassroots po liti cal mobilization.29 Also noteworthy is 
the work of the anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who between 1968 and 1970 con-
ducted research on the island at Fidel Castro’s invitation. With a binational 
team of researchers, he examined the fate of former slum dwellers relocated 
to government housing  after 1959. The multiple publications that resulted 
from that proj ect offer a textured account of one of the Revolution’s signature 
reforms. Moreover, they portray everyday life  under socialism with a degree 
of detail that historians  today would be lucky to duplicate.30

By the end of the next de cade, another promising development had taken 
place. “Cuban Studies,” driven by the work of Cuban American scholars who 
had left the revolutionary island in their adolescence, began to coalesce as a field 
in the United States. Jorge Domínguez, Carmelo Mesa- Lago, and (a bit  later) 
Marifeli Pérez- Stable published still classic surveys of po liti cal and economic 
developments across the 1959 revolutionary divide.31 Given that academic work 
on the revolutionary period was generally limited on the island,  these studies 
and  others filled a crucial gap, particularly in their emphasis on macropo liti-
cal pro cess over time.32 It was also from this intellectual ferment that some 
of the most enduring commitments and pioneering efforts  toward scholarly 
engagement with the island  were born.

Throughout this early period, however, historical circumstances in and 
outside Cuba continued to influence the production and reception of such 
scholarly lit er a ture. The Lewis proj ect, for example, was forcibly shut down 
when Cuban authorities became concerned about its results.33 Meanwhile,  those 
associated with the field of Cuban Studies would confront critics on both sides 
of the Florida Straits. Developed in part along an area studies track, the dis-
cipline was in some ways intertwined with the geopolitics of the Cold War.34 
On the island, “Cubanology,” as it was derisively called, was criticized for 
its alleged ties to the U.S. foreign policy establishment and purported bias 
against the revolutionary government.35 For hardline exile activists, in turn, 
the cubanólog os gathered around María Cristina Herrera’s Instituto de Estu-
dios Cubanos, the more pro- Revolution magazine Areíto, or,  later, the journal 
Cuban Studies  were equally suspect, insofar as they  were not opposed to, and 
even participated in, cautious dialogues with island colleagues and officials.36 
Yet the very seriousness of the work undertaken by  these pioneering Cuban 
Studies scholars meant that their research— and their efforts to build schol-
arly communities on the island— often endured, even as they continued to 
weather shifting geopo liti cal circumstances. On the other side, their island 
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colleagues faced not insignificant professional risks in engaging in serious 
academic exchange, at times critical, with their U.S. counter parts.37

Scholars of revolutionary Cuba working outside of the United States—in 
Eu rope, Latin Amer i ca, and Canada, for instance— have tended to swim in 
less tumultuous po liti cal  waters, and many have generated prodigious bodies 
of scholarship and intellectual ties to the island.38 Nonetheless, the impact 
of po liti cal divisions, in the United States and abroad, was to fortify more 
established or safer areas of scholarly emphasis. U.S.- Cuban relations loomed 
particularly large, even for scholars working outside of that conflict’s direct 
shadow. From Morris Morley (Australia) to Thomas Paterson (United States), 
historians depicted the “breakup” of and subsequent hostility between the 
United States and Cuba as the central telos of the Revolution’s first years.39 
With the subsequent declassification of U.S. government documents, paired 
with revelations of the full gamut of U.S. efforts to oust Cuba’s revolution-
ary government, the temptation to reduce the history of the Revolution to its 
conflict with the United States did not go away.40 This conspicuously echoed 
one of the key tenets of official Cuban discourse itself. Yet the task of relaying 
more internally focused histories of revolutionary pro cess still seemed not 
just po liti cally fraught, but practically out of reach. With available archival 
sources on the period stopping in many cases in 1960, influential scholars 
who came up in the early Cuban Studies mold may have understandably con-
cluded that a deeper history of the Revolution was not a  viable pursuit.

In fact, it first became pos si ble to write critical, textured histories of 
Cuban politics and culture not about the Revolution but about the Repub-
lic  (1902–58). The backdrop to this development was the so- called Special 
Period, a moment of economic and existential crisis in the 1990s and early 
2000s brought on by the fall of the Soviet Union. In response, the Cuban gov-
ernment gingerly opened its doors to foreign capital but in the pro cess also 
revived some of the island’s pre-1959 ghosts. Emblems of what revolutionary 
discourse called the “pseudo- republic”— in equality, prostitution, the U.S. dol-
lar, Western tourism— resurfaced with a vengeance, and Cubans looked back 
to previous times for clues as to how to read their disorienting pres ent. With-
out ignoring the weight of U.S. influence and imperialism, a generation of 
Cuban and foreign scholars now paid closer attention to dynamics of agency, 
re sis tance, and popu lar mobilization in the pre-1959 years.41 In so  doing, 
they drew on trends in a wider Latin Americanist and Ca rib bean historiography 
that had moved away from the flattening paradigms of de pen dency theory.42 
They also unearthed historical analogues to the inventive ways in which 
Cubans in the 1990s managed to culturally, po liti cally, and eco nom ically “get 
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by” (resolver) in unpropitious sociopo liti cal circumstances. Such questions 
had also surfaced over the course of the Lewis proj ect de cades earlier.

Nonetheless, in writing about the Republic,  these scholars  were also writ-
ing about the Revolution, albeit indirectly. Insofar as they complicated revo-
lutionary mythologies about the pre-1959 past, they also put into question 
the historical truisms on which the Revolution’s po liti cal legitimacy rested. 
And they  were soon joined by wide- ranging, interdisciplinary treatments 
of the Special Period itself (and more recent years) in contiguous disciplines 
like anthropology and cultural studies that similarly cast revolutionary discourse 
into doubt.43 If tackling understudied aspects of the 1959–89 era remained 
challenging, critical attention to the racial, gendered, and sexual ambiguities 
attending Cuba’s economic and social evolution in the 1990s and beyond in-
volved an implicit judgment on the legacies of the previous three de cades.

Not long thereafter, scholars fi nally began to devote renewed analytical 
attention to the revolutionary years. This included, notably, insightful efforts 
to demythologize the anti- Batista insurrection.44 But other academic publica-
tions, such as Ideología y Revolución (2001) and Prensa y Revolución (2010) by 
María del Pilar Díaz Castañón, also began opening up the early experiments 
of revolutionary governance to cultural analy sis with, but not beholden 
to, hindsight.45 Both titles are embedded in exhaustive press research, and 
Prensa y Revolución, an edited volume written in collaboration with several of 
Díaz Castañón’s students, extends her expertise on the Cuban press to other 
scholars working on the period. Díaz Castañón’s work was joined by seminal 
English- language publications by Alejandro de la Fuente and Lillian Guerra, 
which brought renewed attention to the controversies and transformations of 
the Revolution’s first de cade.46 Guerra’s work in par tic u lar represents a trail-
blazing effort to reconsider the emerging revolutionary state from the bottom 
up, with an eye to tracking hegemony as an evolving construction rather than 
a naturalized outcome. The Revolution, she argues, deputized ordinary citizens 
to act on its behalf, augmenting state control but also personal agency. Such 
tactics, however, engendered overt and “unintended dissidence” as much as 
unpre ce dented popu lar support. Other scholars have applied a similarly nu-
anced cultural- historical lens to the politics of gender, the body, sexuality, and 
race.47

In the field of intellectual and literary history, meanwhile, new stud-
ies of revolutionary cultural production and the state’s cultural politics— 
particularly leading up to the repressive “gray years” (quinquenio gris) of the 
early 1970s— date in some re spects to the 1990s.48 Amid the ideological shifts 
of that era, the partial rehabilitation of nonconformist (but not antisocialist) 
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artists facilitated a qualified recovery of their past experiences of censorship 
and marginalization, often through published memoirs.49 Since then, how-
ever, scholars on and off the island have continued to bring fresh attention to 
the Revolution’s controversial chapters and forgotten voices, in and beyond 
the world of arts and letters. Groundbreaking books by Carlos Velazco and 
Elizabeth Mirabal about Guillermo Cabrera Infante and Guillermo Rosales 
have revisited the legacies of once- revolutionary writers turned expatriates, 
while Jorge Fornet’s El 71: Anatomía de una crisis (2014) provides an innova-
tive account of the Revolution’s most notorious year of intellectual repres-
sion.50 All of  these works, in turn, enter into implicit dialogue, and at times 
productive tension, with the wide- reaching, interdisciplinary scholarship of 
Rafael Rojas.51

This renewed attention to the Revolution’s history has produced not only 
a corpus of monographs but also a wave of scholarly and public- facing events 
and mobilizations on the island.52 For example, the Simposio Internacional 
sobre la Revolución Cubana, convened on multiple occasions by Cuba’s In-
stituto de Historia, has brought together leading academics, but also former 
Cuban government officials as participants. Then vice president Miguel 
Díaz- Canel (now president) attended the first edition of the event in 2015.53 
Meanwhile, a sequence of roundtables hosted by Temas magazine (published 
since 1995), together with a provocative series of new documentary films, has 
helped to push conversations about understudied chapters of the Revolution’s 
past further into the public sphere.54 More recently, addressing a new study 
group on the Revolution at the Instituto Cubano de Investigación Cultural 
Juan Marinello, the late socialist intellectual Fernando Martínez Heredia is-
sued a call to further historicize the Revolution beyond enduring “clichés” and 
oft- repeated “falsities.”55 If some of  these discussions have adhered to a largely 
hagiographical framework,  others have taken on a spirit of critical inquiry in 
broaching challenging and po liti cally complicated questions.

In  these ways, the intensity of recent discussions of the Cuban Revolution 
reflects a new horizon of scholarly possibility, as well as continued challenges. 
 Today,  those who seek to open up the Revolution to historical inquiry may 
not face the same risks that their pre de ces sors once confronted. To a signifi-
cant degree, scholars are no longer trying to tell the story of a historical pro-
cess in the direct shadow of the Cold War. Nonetheless, historians must still 
navigate both structural obstacles and the po liti cal stakes of academic con-
versations in which they engage, given the continued mobilization of Cuba’s 
past by the po liti cal class of its pres ent. As they do so, insights gleaned from 
Cuba’s own revolutionary trajectory, now entering its sixth de cade, as well as 
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cognate  contexts elsewhere, may yet allow scholars of the Revolution to chart 
a forward- looking, rather than Sisyphean, intellectual path.

Indeed, the dynamism of conversations about the Revolution is not solely a 
reflection of changing po liti cal and economic circumstances in Cuba. Rather, 
new work has found inspiration in historical and theoretical paths forged in 
other contexts, from Latin Amer i ca to the Soviet Union and beyond. Scholars of 
Cuba have been particularly influenced by a well- developed historiography on 
authoritarianism and pop u lism in Latin Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean, which 
has added nuance to traditionally mechanistic framings of the operations of 
revolutionary authority.56 One imagines that recent trends in the study of the 
Soviet Union  will also come increasingly to bear on Cuban conversations, from 
a centering of popu lar experience to more robust theorizations of disciplin-
ary and po liti cal power  under socialism.57 The theoretical corpus of Michel 
Foucault, a longstanding but po liti cally complicated source of inspiration for 
island- dwelling Cuban scholars, has already begun to inform discussions of 
gender, sexuality, and biopolitics in the revolutionary era.58

Nonetheless, the range of topics, sources, and periods has hardly been ex-
hausted. The 1960s, for example, continue to receive far more attention than 
the two de cades of “socialist institutionalization” that followed.59 Respond-
ing to and building on newer work, this volume thus pres ents multiple and 
complementary interventions into ongoing debates on the Cuban Revolution. 
Above all, contributors capture and contribute to the growing emphasis on 
revolutionary pro cess, viewed from within. As we discuss below, the most sa-
lient of their approaches to this question include a renewed interest in the 
conflicted and contested trajectory of state formation, a critical deployment 
of the major insights of cultural history, reflexive attention to the state of the 
Revolution’s “archive,” and an investment in analyzing the exceptionality (or 
not) of the Cuban Revolution, unbeholden to Cold War power politics.

In what follows, we have traced  these themes throughout the volume in 
ways that occasionally range out of chronological order, but we believe that 
this approach best highlights the significant continuity of the essays, even 
across diverse moments of the revolutionary proj ect. All told, this work can-
not fully resolve the continued challenges (existential or practical) associated 
with writing the Revolution’s history. Eras not fully covered  here, such as the 
1980s and 1990s,  will eventually become the focus of historical scholarship 
in their own right. Still, while building on impor tant trends evident in re-
cent work, the transnational cohort of authors gathered  here treat fresh topics 
and periods (the 1970s) with innovative sources. Most impor tant, the volume 
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affords an opportunity to assess the intersecting coordinates of an evolving 
field. “Revisionist,” returning to an earlier point, may remain a label more 
easily worn by scholars outside the island. Yet we argue that the imperative, 
echoing the title and concerns of the book itself, does draw from scholarly 
mobilizations from within.

The “State” and the “ People”: Approaches to an Intractable Binary

Even more so than in other revolutionary histories, scholarship on the Cuban 
Revolution has been  shaped by a top- down orientation. Per sis tent attention 
to Fidel, Che, and Raúl has tended to ossify their own po liti cal and ideologi-
cal trajectories, though more recent biographies— including of the Revolu-
tion’s leading  women— point in more dynamic and nuanced directions.60 
Nevertheless, far less attention has been afforded to other state and popu lar 
actors. Several essays in this volume revisit and repopulate the history of the 
revolutionary state, drawing on insights from other revolutionary and Latin 
American contexts. Overall, they revivify the early years of revolutionary state 
formation, restoring the essential dynamism of this pro cess, rescripting over-
determined outcomes (e.g., the state as leviathan), and framing it around a 
broader cast of characters.

Lillian Guerra’s essay, for example, captures revolutionary master nar-
ratives at a pivotal moment in their elaboration, as sierra leaders acted out 
their relationship to Cuba’s past for the eyes of Andrew St. George, a foreign 
journalist embedded with their troops. In order to garner popu lar support for 
their movement, revolutionaries began to act— the word is no coincidence— 
like a state: functional and socially responsible governance constructed as a 
deliberate, if sometimes vague, palimpsest of broken promises past. The result 
was a highly intertextual, if still incipient, “official discourse,” which glossed 
distant and proximate Cuban history as the justification for its righ teousness.

If Guerra allows us to see revolutionary leaders constructing an image of 
the state before it existed as such, other contributors seek to broaden our 
understanding of the Cuban state beyond the small inner circle that tends 
to draw the most attention. Several essays explore a variety of intermediate 
actors more rarely foregrounded in accounts of the Revolution’s formative 
de cades, including “everyday citizens,” however difficult their perspectives 
might be to access. How, authors ask, did state bureaucrats and average Cubans 
conceive of their roles in extending state programs? What kind of agency did 
they exercise?
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Building on the case study approach of some of her earlier work, María del 
Pilar Díaz Castañón captures the heterogeneous constituency that, in early 
1959, positioned itself in enthusiastic support of agrarian reform. Industrial-
ists, business  owners, and even schoolchildren pooled their centavos to deliver 
a vote of confidence to the reformist politics of early 1959. Yet the very breadth 
of support spoke equally to the undefined character of the revolutionary proj-
ect itself, a perhaps intentional vagueness that had characterized the 26th of 
July Movement since its  battles in the mountains. Soon, it would founder over 
inevitable differences; as Díaz Castañón notes, “What was pos si ble for some 
was not pos si ble for  others.”

In a similar vein, Reinaldo Funes Monzote’s essay draws our attention to 
one professional bloc of note: the geographers who, led by the revolutionary 
stalwart Antonio Núñez Jiménez, seized on the po liti cal opening afforded by 
1959 to advance their own programs for managing and transforming the natu-
ral environment. The proj ect of “geotransformation,” as it was known, con-
densed multiple prerevolutionary academic conversations into a mandate for 
state action. Though many of  these plans never came to fruition, they point 
not only to the weight of the revolutionary state (Núñez Jiménez was, ulti-
mately, a close collaborator of Fidel Castro’s) but also the stage it provided for 
other professional and social goals.

In the face of hyperpoliticization, then, no  simple binary between the 
“state” and the “ people” can be sustained. Rather, the volume’s contributors 
invite us to consider how a variety of actors— bureaucrats, ordinary citizens, 
and semi- autonomous institutions— conceived of and responded to their 
interpellation by an increasingly power ful state. Solely reliant on neither con-
sent nor coercion, revolutionary governance, they insist, drew from a potent 
mixture of both. A more robust analy sis of the interaction between state and 
populace productively moves us away from notions of popu lar irrationality, 
blanket repression, or “charisma” as the sources of revolutionary longevity 
and instead highlights mechanisms of incorporation, experimentation, and 
co- optation, as well as disagreement and divergence.

As the Revolution began to radicalize,  there  were growing numbers of Cu-
bans who found themselves located outside new state imaginaries. The dis-
cursive (and  actual) vio lence of exclusion was the necessary counterpart to 
the task of popu lar incorporation, as some Cubans found their place in the 
new revolutionary state by questioning, informing on, and rejecting  those be-
lieved not to belong. As Abel Sierra Madero argues in his essay, this interplay 
culminated in the 1980 Mariel boatlift, a mass exodus of 125,000 Cubans who 
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would be stigmatized by both Cuban officials and their Miami counter parts. 
Sierra Madero invites us to consider how the Mariel boatlift actualized  these 
reciprocal pro cesses of inclusion and exclusion, conscripting some to act out 
the state’s long- established rejection of homosexuals, po liti cal nonconform-
ists, and  those who simply wished to leave. As it became ritualized and cen-
tralized in the moment of the boatlift, the “acto de repudio” brought together 
a number of exclusionary discourses and practices of de cades past, from a 
“dehumanizing” discourse of “animality” to masculinist and homophobic na-
tional imaginaries.

A Cultural History of the Cuban Revolution

Few groups more vividly confronted the interplay between inclusive and ex-
clusive state practices and discourses than  those writers, artists, and creators 
who found themselves swept up in the new state’s embrace— with some forc-
ibly located outside of it. It is no won der, then, that studies of lit er a ture, 
film, theater, and the arts constitute an enduring area of emphasis within the 
 historiography on the Revolution produced thus far. Yet for all of the revolu-
tionary government’s efforts to si mul ta neously expand arts education and re-
ward “folklore” with patronage, revolutionary officials tended to preserve an 
elitist definition of la cultura, referring less to a mission of popu lar inclusion 
than to an ideologically charged sphere of intellectual endeavor. In general, 
subsequent scholarship has followed suit.61

Challenging this division between “high” and “low” culture as it played out 
 after 1959, Elizabeth Schwall explores the counterpoint between two forms 
of dance: ballet, which is aristocratic in its origins, and cabaret, conceived 
of as crass and commercial.  Under the guidance of the Alonso  family, ballet 
famously morphed into an emblem of the Revolution’s sophistication at home 
and abroad. Cabaret, by contrast, could be dismissed as a curious holdover 
from times past. By looking on and off stage, however, Schwall elucidates how 
dancers in both genres not only changed choreographic content to be relevant 
to the new po liti cal order but also forged spaces for “con spic u ous and incon-
spicuous dissent.”

Contributors to this volume likewise gesture  toward the importance of the 
state- controlled “culture industries” in which many artists labored, building 
on Cuba’s status as a modern media space prior to 1959. Alejandra Bronfman 
and Yeidy Rivero, for example, have historicized the precocious development 
of radio and tele vi sion, respectively, during the republican period.62 Scholars 
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like José Quiroga and Lillian Guerra have also studied officials’ use of  these 
and other media  after the revolutionary triumph.63 Guerra’s contribution to 
this volume provides a bridge in this re spect, exploring how guerrilla insur-
gents of the 26th of July Movement mobilized foreign and domestic media to 
galvanize a broader audience of supporters.

Michael J. Bustamante draws our to attention to a  later moment in the 
 revolutionary state’s evolving self- representation, when the origin stories of 
po liti cal leaders reached a peak of retrospective simplification. Such pronounce-
ments found ubiquitous, if imperfect, analogues in a broader landscape of 
“memory surplus,” composed of museums, films, and writings celebrating an 
epic strug gle that, by many mea sures, appeared complete. Bustamante also 
asks  whether commemorative excess turned once seductive master narratives 
into stale bromides, absent fresh strug gles to revive earlier ambitions.

In dialogue with this introduction, both Guerra and Bustamante thus chart 
how the Revolution’s claims to historical predetermination evolved over time 
and in dialogue with changing po liti cal, economic, and social realities. Ulti-
mately, they argue, the production of official histories was never the result 
of a perfectly controlled conspiracy. While increasingly channeled over the 
1960s and 1970s through prescriptive ideological filters, historical knowledge 
remained the messy outcome of diverse institutions, players, and the publics 
with whom they interacted. But what role, exactly, did the “public” play in 
this pro cess?

We know much less about the everyday cultural practices, lifeways, and 
beliefs of ordinary Cubans—in short, the social universe beyond official politi-
cization. In her essay, María A. Cabrera Arús begins to point us in tantalizing 
directions in her analy sis of consumer options and discourses in the 1970s, at 
the high point of Cuban state socialism. How, she asks, did state officials and 
intermediate agents navigate integration into the socialist bloc in the early 
1970s, with all of the challenges it seemed to offer to material practices and 
ideological policies of the previous de cade? She suggests that they did so in 
contradictory yet generative ways: celebrating the technological possibilities 
afforded by the Soviet model while continuing to vaunt Cuba’s national mate-
rial traditions. Yet both groups strug gled to reconcile the economic stratifi-
cation that greater plenty seemed to imply, given the emphasis on egalitar-
ian scarcity throughout the 1960s. Ultimately, it was ordinary Cubans who 
 were left to navigate the material realities and contradictions of “socialist 
modernity.”
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Historical Revisionism and Archival Absence

In their efforts to pluralize and nuance our vision of the revolutionary experi-
ence,  these essays turn to a number of novel source bases, some previously un-
explored and  others read newly against the grain. Since state archives have yet 
to be declassified in any significant way, new histories of the Cuban Revolu-
tion have relied, per Jorge Macle Cruz, on “interviews, personal experiences, 
existing publications, memoirs, speeches, the press, and inferences.” As Macle 
Cruz argues in his contribution, efforts to further historicize the Revolution 
necessarily depend on initiatives within the island’s archival sector, as librar-
ians, archivists, and preservationists advocate for broader access to and coor-
dination of state rec ords. Several authors in this collection likewise wrestle 
with the consequences of restricted archival access and availability. Yet  there is 
much,  these essays show, that can be written and  imagined from alternative 
sources: the dancing body, popu lar fashion, and, in our own work,  mental 
hospitals and the ephemera of exile.64 More than fodder for well- worn polem-
ics, new archives can fundamentally alter our understanding of the Revolu-
tion, prying it open and reimagining it from the perspective of a broader range 
of actors and experiences.65

In the rush for novelty, however, we  ought not discard the significant insights 
that can be gleaned from the Revolution’s own published archive: the many 
(often unread) pages and issues of official newspapers, magazines, and bulle-
tins. Throughout her published work, Díaz Castañón has worked to historicize 
and contextualize the press in the transition to Revolution.  Here she carries that 
spirit to a  little remembered campaign in support of agrarian reform transacted 
in the pages of Bohemia, Cuba’s popu lar weekly. Other contributors read criti-
cally revolutionary imaginaries as they appeared in museums, the press, media 
campaigns, and even the arts, unearthing the silences and ambiguities built into 
the most official of official discourses.

Yet even at the highest levels of state policy,  there are dimensions of the 
revolutionary experience that remain opaque to historical understanding. 
Christabelle Peters offers a novel mode of entry into such questions in her 
essay on Che Guevara’s African experience. She revisits, and recasts, one of 
the archetypal “ great men” of the Cuban Revolution through the prism of an 
 imagined, albeit historically plausible conversation between him and Tanza-
nian president Julius Nyerere in 1964. What, she asks, might this tantaliz-
ing episode tell us about Che’s po liti cal evolution— and Cuba’s own African 
“shadow” life? How did dreams forged in the spirit of unbounded imagination 
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founder on realities of continued racial exclusion at home and geopo liti cal 
impossibility? And, most impor tant, how do we write through, around, and 
across the archival silences that might be forever closed?

Cuba’s (Revolutionary) Exceptionality?

Peters’s essay notably points us  toward another enduring problematic in the 
lit er a ture on the Cuban Revolution: the question of exceptionality. Cuba’s 
Revolution has sometimes been cast as a sui generis, uncategorizable phe-
nomenon, but also (paradoxically) as a pale imitation of any number of socialist 
and revolutionary models with which it interacted: Rus sia, China, Vietnam, 
and more. What happens, then, when we place Cuba in dialogue with other 
trajectories and examine concrete paths of connection? What common the-
matic concerns emerge from historicizing the ties between Cuba and other 
sites? A historiographical orientation to “within” hardly means seeing Cuba 
as hermetically sealed. It also requires engaging the external influences, refer-
ence points, and international events that  shaped the revolutionary everyday. 
From the Cold War to decolonization, the Revolution was bound up in some 
of the most impor tant geopo liti cal transitions of the period.

Peters offers a novel response to this debate in inviting us to consider link-
ages, philosophical more than diplomatic, between revolutionary Latin Amer i ca 
and decolonizing Africa. Ada Ferrer, meanwhile, orients us to a similarly plural 
mode of analy sis, placing the vicissitudes of Cuba’s revolutionary experiment 
alongside  those of Haiti, the “other” revolutionary island and a specter that 
had long haunted Cuban history (and historiography). In tracing connections 
between  these paradigm- shifting Ca rib bean revolutions, Ferrer draws compar-
isons related to the “revolutionary situation” of both islands, the geopo liti cal 
consequences of their revolutions, the politics of race and blackness, and the 
mutual and sometimes symbiotic attraction of Haiti and Cuba for po liti cal dis-
sidents all over the hemi sphere. She also considers the imaginative links forged 
between  these two cases by authors, intellectuals, and the Ca rib be an’s towering 
historian of revolution, C. L. R. James,  after 1959.

Overall, however, this volume takes the history of the Cuban Revolution 
largely on its own terms, with an emphasis on internal revolutionary pro-
cesses. The volume thus self- consciously forgoes the kind of  great power, Cold 
War intrigue that has long structured debates about Cuba’s revolution. Where 
anxious U.S. politicians and functionaries might have once occupied a star-
ring role, Peters points to lateral South– South connections and the impact 
of decolonizing Africa on Che’s ideological vision. The Soviet Union certainly 
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appears  here, too, but less as an imperial patron than as a source of fashion 
and material inspiration, as analyzed by Cabrera Arús.

And yet  these essays are deeply invested in the question—or prob lem—of 
Cuba’s exceptionality. Several contributors, including Alejandro de la Fuente 
and Rafael Rojas, consider just how diff er ent post-1959 Cuba was vis- à- vis its 
own prerevolutionary history. Is the Cuban Revolution largely a story of rup-
ture or of continuity? Has post– Special Period Cuba reverted to the ignomini-
ous economic and social circumstances of the pre- revolutionary past? Was 
the difference from that past ever as  great as revolutionary leaders claimed it 
to be? To answer questions about singularity, authors turn to other paradigm- 
shifting revolutions. De la Fuente, for example, offers a sustained engagement 
with the history and historiography of the Mexican Revolution. One point 
in par tic u lar stands out among the insights gleaned from the Mexican case: 
Cubanists, he warns, would do well to take the “coherence and effectiveness 
of the revolutionary state as empirical questions rather than assumptions.”

In a kindred spirit, Rojas situates the prob lem of revolutionary exception-
ality in the analytical space of historical time. Revolutions, he suggests, have 
long been studied as “pres ent pasts,” at once fleeting and eternal. He carries 
that paradox to the historical and historiographical construction of the Cuban 
Revolution itself. How, he asks, did it define its pres ent through relation to 
its past and  future? Was it two revolutions, a revolution with multiple phases, 
or merely the “totalizing, metahistorical” revolution stretching from the out-
break of the in de pen dence strug gle all the way through the revolutionary 
pres ent?

As already noted, perhaps the most influential trope informing histories 
of the Cuban Revolution on and off the island has been the presumption that 
the island’s history can be understood as a function of its conflicted relation-
ship with the United States. Faced, moreover, with the domestic archival 
limitations that Macle Cruz describes, it has long been easier to focus on U.S. 
sources that sustain this construct. Ironically, as patterns of diplomatic and 
economic isolation have given way in recent years to an unfolding and now 
fragile rapprochement, the U.S.- centric impulse has at times become, once 
again, the most tempting metanarrative of all. To close the volume, Jennifer 
Lambe offers a reflection on the con temporary stakes of historical scholarship 
on the Cuban Revolution in light of  these developments. Diplomatic normal-
ization with the United States  after 2014, she argues, necessarily revived an-
cient concerns about the status of Cuban history and its archive(s). Historical 
narratives in all their variety— official, dissident, critical, and ambivalent— 
have thus become vulnerable not only to revisionism but also to external (and 
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perhaps internal) erasure. In this regard, the proj ect of historicizing the Revo-
lution on its own terms is more crucial than ever.

Still, as the volume argues overall, histories of the Cuban Revolution need 
not cohere into a singular history. We can only imagine how the opening of 
new archives and sources, including  those utilized by this volume’s authors, 
may impact  future debates. In their very synergies and disjunctures,  these 
essays suggest that new historical accounts of the Revolution are necessarily 
composed of histories. Yet they  will also benefit, we argue, from reflexive at-
tention to Cuba’s own analytical paradigms and understandings: historicizing 
the Revolution from within.

A Note on Terminology

When it comes to the Cuban Revolution, words— English, Spanish, and 
other wise— are rarely innocent. The most basic categories through which we 
interpret Cuban history have long sparked  battles along partisan and ideo-
logical lines. Take, for example, the chronological demarcations essential to 
any historian’s work. As enshrined in a landmark two- volume publication by 
Cuba’s Instituto de Historia ( under the institutional aegis of the Communist 
Party), on the island the period before 1959 has come to be known as the 
“neo co lo nial” Republic, or the “shackled [mediatizado],” “bourgeois” Repub-
lic. Sometimes, as had previously been customary, that same period was still 
divided into Cuba’s “First” (1902–33) and “Second” (1933–58) Republics in 
recognition of the wave of revolutionary upheaval that brought an end to 
 formal (i.e., constitutional) U.S. oversight. Nonetheless it was only  after 1959, 
with the “triumph”— another charged word—of Fidel Castro’s government, 
that a true “Republic” was acknowledged to have been born. It perhaps goes 
without saying that exile chroniclers see  things quite differently, alleging that 
1959 (or 1960 or 1961) brought an end, not a hopeful beginning, to demo cratic 
governance on the island. Adding further complexity to the picture, the very 
rendering of the word “Revolution” with a capital “R,” long something of a 
convention in the field, seems to carry ideological assumptions born of the 
revolutionary context.

The prob lem, however, runs deeper. Though we could conceivably agree 
to steer clear of charged words with plastic meanings— “democracy,” say— 
scholars of the Cuban Revolution have also sparred over the term most es-
sential to this volume’s work: “revolution.” As we and other contributors to 
this volume suggest,  there is no basic agreement on  whether “the Revolution” 
(is it even singular?) begins or ends in 1959 or how long it continues thereaf-
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ter. Some, notably Rafael Rojas, have posited that the institutionalizing phase 
ushered in by Cuba’s rapprochement with the Soviet Union marks the Revolu-
tion’s terminus;  others instead date it to the dissolution of that bond with the 
fall of the Soviet Union and the introduction of liberalizing economic mea-
sures in the 1990s. Debated as well is the degree to which the Cuban govern-
ment should have a mono poly on the term— that is,  whether its proj ect, poli-
cies, and politics are the only “revolution” to which we might refer.

In recognition of our po liti cal differences, not to mention the theoretical 
richness provided by the same, we have opted not to impose semantic homo-
geneity on this volume’s authors. Instead, we have encouraged them to make 
the terms of their own historiographical engagement as clear and rigorous as 
pos si ble. This has yielded some inevitable points of disharmony and cacoph-
ony. Nonetheless, we believe that the interpretive possibilities opened up by 
this juxtaposition far outweigh its risks.
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