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Ever since C. Wright Mills squared off with Theodore
Draper more than forty years ago, there has generally been
but two perspectives on Fidel Castro and the Cuban Revo-
[ution. From Mills, author of the popular Listen, Yankeein
1960, Castro was fundamentally a Cuban nationalist, out to
make the sweeping changes that national sovereignty and
social justice required; if he moved toward closer ties with
the Soviet Union, it was only in self defense against the
hostility of the United States. Draper diametrically disagreed.
In his 1962 Castro's Revolution. Myths and Realities, Fidel
purposely turned to communism and the Soviet orbit to con-
solidate his personal power, thereby betraying the pro-
claimed goals and ideals of the 1959 Revolution. Four-plus
decades and whole shelves of books on the subject later,
little of that debate has been resolved. The Cuba Reader.
History, Culture, Politics, edited by Aviva Chomsky, Barry
Carr, and Pamela Maria Smorkal off, is a case in point.

In their volume, the editors, two historians and a pro-
fessor of literature, make no claimsthat theirsisabalanced
treatment. The three, accomplished scholarsin thefield all,
announce from the start ashared “ commitment to social jus-
tice” (p. 2) that produces a sympathetic treatment of the
Cuban struggle for change. What results is a collection of
over 120 readings of every genre, from memoirs to poetry,
to sociological analysis, to cartoons, arranged
chronologicically, first in four sections that describe the
Cuban conquest, colony, independence movement, and en-
suing neocolonialism prior to the Revolution, followed the-
matically by another four that illustrate post-1959 social,
cultural, and international themes, as well as a final seg-
ment on the challenges of the Special Period. Throughout it
all, the message is that, prior to Castro’s Revolution, Cuba
was controlled and exploited by outside forces and that af -
terwards the changes wrought were rational, justified, and
welcomed by the vast majority of Cuban citizens. Take, for
example, the section on The Cuban Revolution and the
World. It portrays a heroic Cubafacing amalicious United
States by juxtaposing diary entries and photos of the ideal-
istic Venceremos Brigade with declassified documentsfrom
Operation Mongoose, the secret U.S. plan to overthrow the
Castro regime. Likewise, as various U.S. administrations

plotted to assassinate Fidel, thousands of Cubans, includ-
ing children cruelly separated from their families, werelured
to Floridaexile by “substantial [U.S.] government largesse”
(p. 557). Meanwhile, Cuba became admired throughout the
Third World for the thousands of physiciansand health-care
workers that it has sent out since 1963. Nowhere in this
section is there suggestion of Cubans fleeing increasing
political repression, of increasing economic dependency on
the Soviet Union, or of the Revolution’s military interven-
tionsin Africaand Latin America

Despite its overall length, 712 pages of text, sugges-
tionsfor further reading and acknowledgments, this anthol-
ogy curiously pays little attention to Fidel himself, the cen-
tral figure of Cuban history and politics, if not culture as
well, since 1959. There is his “History Will Absolve M¢e”
speech from 1953 and excerpts from arevolutionay speech
delivered only days after assuming power. But afterwards
there is only occasional and fleeting mention of him, as if
he were but a piece of the background rather than alooming
presence. Missing consequently isinclusion of readingsfrom
any of the many political biographies that contribute criti-
cally to the story of Cubaand its Revolution. Nothing from
the self-defensive Herbert Matthews, the academic Peter
Bourne, the journalistic Tad Szulc, or even the breezy
GeorgieAnne Geyer —any of these might have contributed
significantly to the overall picture of thenation and itstimes.

Whatever the openly admitted imbalance and despite
any gap in the presentation, The Cuba Reader is neverthe-
lessan impressive and worthy addition to the series of simi-
lar readerson Peru, Brazil, Argentinaand Mexico, published
by Duke University Press. In thislatest addition, the editors
have gathered an engaging assortment of readings, some of
them from classics, like Miguel Barnet’'s Biography of a
Runaway Slave, Che's Reminiscences, the essays of
Guillermo Cabreralnfante and the poetry of Nicolas Guillen,
others from sources less well known, translated by one of
the editors herself and apparently appearing in English for
thefirst time. The outcomeisarich variety of voices, most
of them Cuban, which, when read together reveal a nation
and people of complexity and charm, pathos and poignancy,
quite unlike the stark categories in which the warring ide-
ologies usually place them. With few exceptions, the ex-
cerptsare kept short; without exception they arefree of aca-
demicjargon and densetheory. Indeed, thisisavolume that
can be read with benefit and enjoyment by student and fac-
ulty scholars alike.



Super



