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RASTAFARI IN A DIFFERENT
KIND OF BABYLON:

THE EMERGENCE AND DEVELOPMENT
OF THE RASTAFARI MOVEMENT IN 

SOCIALIST CUBA

Katrin Hansing

ABSTRACT

Within the past three decades the Jamaican Rastafari movement 
has been transformed from a local Caribbean to a global cultural 
phenomenon. Reggae music and other popular cultural media 
have been the primary catalysts in the movement’s international 
spread. As a result, Rastafari has moved beyond its original ter-
ritorial moorings and become a traveling culture. Cultural in 
scope, Rastafari has nevertheless been localized in very different 
ways, depending on where the movement has been appropri-
ated. This article examines Rastafari’s emergence, development 
and localization in Cuba. In so doing it pays particular attention 
to how the movement manifests in a non-English-speaking, spe-
cifically Spanish speaking as well as socialist environment.

Keywords: globalization, localization, transnationalism, Rasta-
fari, resistance, Cuba

RESUMEN

En las últimas tres décadas, el movimiento jamaiquino Rastafari 
ha pasado de ser un fenómeno local caribeño a convertirse en 
un fenómeno global y cultural. La música reggae y otras mani-
festaciones de la cultura popular han sido los principales instru-
mentos en la diseminación internacional del movimiento. Como 
resultado, Rastafari se ha trasladado de su territorio de origen 
para convertirse en una cultura viajante. Aunque globalizado, 
el movimiento se ha localizado de maneras diferentes, sujeto al 
lugar en donde se ha implantado. Este artículo examina el naci-
miento, desarrollo y localización del movimiento Rastafari en 
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Cuba con un enfoque muy particular sobre cómo se manifiesta 
en este contexto hispano y socialista.

Palabras clave: globalización, localización, transnacionalismo, 
Rastafari, resistencia, Cuba

RÉSUMÉ

Dans les trois dernières décennies, le mouvement jamaïquain 
Rastafari est tour à tour passé de phénomène local des Caraï-
bes, à mouvement culturel international. La musique reggae, 
ainsi que d’autres expressions de la culture populaire furent les 
principaux déclencheurs de sa dissémination culturelle et de sa 
globalisation. En effet, la culture Rastafari s’est transformée en 
une culture nomade qui, en dépit de son caractère mondial, se 
manifeste de manières fort différentes selon les particularités 
des endroits où elle s’est établie et des peuples qui se la sont 
appropriée. Cet article examine l’émergence, le développement 
et l’appropriation du mouvement Rastafari à Cuba, tout parti-
culièrement dans un contexte hispanophone et socialiste.

Mots-clés: globalisation, localisation, transnacionalisme, Ras-
tafari, résistance, Cuba
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Introduction

In the past seventy years the Rastafari movement1 has 
gained a widespread local and international following. 

Recognized as one of the leading Afro-Caribbean reli-
gions as well as most popular cultural trends in the world, Ras-
tafari communities and dreadlocked inspired youth can today be 
found in as disparate places as Mombassa, Munich and Miami. 
Through this process of internationalization, Rastafari has moved 
beyond its original, Jamaican2 territorial moorings and become 
a global phenomenon. However, although one can speak of the 
globalization3 of Rastafari, one cannot speak of a monolithic, 
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homogeneous or bounded Rastafari culture. Instead, Rastafari 
is continuously being appropriated and reinterpreted by differ-
ent peoples in different ways, which has resulted in the ongoing 
emergence of new localized expressions of the movement.

As numerous scholars have pointed out Rastafari’s global 
appeal lies in a combination of factors, which include: 1. The 
movement’s acephalous and decentralized character, which has 
allowed adherents everywhere to adopt and interpret Rastafari 
according to their own circumstances (Murrell, Spencer and 
McFarlane 1998). 2. The powerful links that exist between the 
movement and various aspects of transnational popular culture 
such as reggae music, dreadlocks and other Rasta related hall-
marks (Savishinsky 1994a; Stephens 2000). 3. Rastafari’s culture 
of resistance (Campbell 1985; Chevannes 1995; Yawney 1993).

Over the course of its history Rastafari has drawn its largest 
and most committed international following from both the poor 
and marginalized youth, as well as from among people whose 
own culture has been suppressed or replaced by western norms, 
imposed during centuries of western colonial and neo-colonial 
expansion. To many, particularly young people, Rastafari has and 
continues to serve as an attractive response as well as alternative 
to much of the suffering, exploitation and alienation experienced 
by them (Savishinsky 1994b; Yawney 1995). It offers both a coun-
ter-hegemonic discourse and an alternative narrative of identity 
and belonging to the dominant culture and power. Because much 
of the inequality, hypocrisy, and injustice Rastafari speak up 
against are equated with capitalism, the movement can mainly be 
found in capitalist countries. 

Examining the movement’s global spread it becomes apparent 
that language has also played an important factor with regards to 
where Rastafari has mainly been appropriated. Because of the 
dominant use of the English language in reggae lyrics as well as 
most Rasta literature, the movement has been predominantly 
spread and adopted in English speaking countries or places where 
English is a widely spoken and understood language. Although 
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small communities of Rastas exist in Brazil (De Cosmo 1999), 
Panama, Nicaragua, as well as some Francophone (Savishinsky 
1994b) and Lusophone African countries, the linguistic barrier 
has barred many non-English speakers from understanding and 
appreciating reggae’s lyrics and in so doing largely inhibited Ras-
tafari’s spread in these countries. As a result Rastafari can mainly 
be found in the English speaking Caribbean, the United States 
and Canada, the United Kingdom and parts of Western Europe, 
in most Anglophone African countries, as well as in Australia and 
New Zealand. 

Given these dominant social and linguistic characteristics of 
the movement’s internationalization, the question arises: how 
Rastafari manifests itself in a non-English-speaking, specifically 
Spanish speaking as well as socialist environment like Cuba, which 
has until recently not only been relatively isolated from many 
global processes but also at least ideologically seems to have quite 
a bit in common with Rastafari?

The Cuban Revolution made a strong impact throughout the 
Caribbean and the rest of the hemisphere. Many especially among 
the poor were impressed by its defiant attitude towards the United 
States as well as its alternative model of development and socio-
economic policies. Many Rastas in Jamaica and elsewhere are 
also said to have been supporters of the Revolution. In contrast 
to their own countries’ colonial governments and socio-economic 
and racial inequalities, Cuba seemed progressive, not only for 
toppling the capitalist system and introducing human policies but 
also assisting in the fight against colonialism and racism in Africa. 
Fidel Castro and Che Guevara seemed committed to the people 
and thus were and in part still are respected enormously. So what 
may we ask, is Rastafari doing in Cuba? How has it entered, devel-
oped and how does it manifest itself in the Cuban context? These 
are some of the questions I will address in this article. In so doing 
I hope to show how Rastafari has been adopted and adapted to 
suit very different local circumstances and in this process been 
cubanised.4
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The emergence and development of Rastafari in Cuba

Rastafari first entered Cuba in the late 1970s and has since 
then continued to do so via a number of different agencies. Most 
people who identify with the movement in one way or another first 
learned about its existence by listening to reggae music. Reggae, 
which still occupies very little airtime on local, Cuban radio sta-
tions, first entered the island via sailors and foreign students in the 
late 1970s. Thereafter, the secret listening and recording of Jamai-
can and Floridian radio stations was the main way of obtaining the 
new rhythm. Due to Cuba’s relative isolation from the rest of the 
world and strong nationalist cultural policies, little foreign news 
and information has been able to enter and circulate the island.5 
Musically this has meant that Cuban music has dominated Cuban 
airwaves since the Revolution, whilst foreign music has been 
played less and has been hard to obtain through formal channels.6 
In addition, listening to music with English lyrics was disapproved 
of during the 1970s and 80s, because of the language’s associa-
tion with the North American ‘enemy’.7 These reasons made the 
acquisition and listening to reggae music not only difficult but 
also dangerous. Despite these obstacles dedicated fans ensured 
the constant circulation of the newest hits as well as frequently 
organized reggae parties in private homes. It was in this manner 
that both a new underground music circuit was created and new 
fans were continuously attracted. 

Despite their connection to reggae most early fans remained 
unaware that there is a socio-religious movement and way of life 
called Rastafari connected to it. This however, changed with the 
increasing numbers of Anglo-Caribbean, especially Jamaican, 
students who started coming to Cuba to study.8 Whilst most were 
not Rastas they did bring with them reggae music and some basic 
knowledge of Rastafari as well as information about their own 
islands’ histories and cultures, which they shared with some of 
their Cuban peers. 

The haphazard and fragmented fashion in which information 
about Rastafari continued to enter the island, coupled with the 
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lack of access to Rasta networks outside of Cuba as well as the 
intense discrimination and police harassment towards people with 
dreadlocks made it difficult for Rastafari to grow and organize 
itself throughout the 1980s. Since the early to mid 1990s this situ-
ation has however taken a sharp turn and Rastafari has literally 
started to boom. A number of reasons have accounted for this 
change.

For one, Cuba’s economic crisis and subsequent economic 
opening especially in the form of tourism have made the entrance, 
access and circulation of foreign information, ideas and styles 
easier and vaster. Whilst the state continues to hold a firm grip on 
official cultural production, it is having a harder time controlling 
the inflow of cultural trends from abroad as well as people’s attrac-
tion to them. Young people especially are adopting a wide variety 
of foreign styles and being bolder in their forms of self-expression. 
This has led many more young people to grow their dreadlocks 
and to openly identify themselves with Rastafari.

Another important reason for the growth and development 
has been the presence of a small group of religious Rastafari from 
the English speaking Caribbean, who came to study in Cuba in 
the mid 1990s. After connecting with some of the Cuban Rastas 
they began to seriously get involved in sharing and spreading their 
religious knowledge of Rastafari. Apart from organizing weekly 
congregational meetings at which the Bible was read and Rasta 
doctrine discussed, they translated a lot Rasta literature, Haile 
Selassie’s speeches and reggae lyrics into Spanish. Although these 
West Indian Rastas’ influence was especially strong in the forma-
tion of a religious group of Cuban Rastas in Havana, who are now 
on their own intra-island proselytization mission, the circulation 
of their translations has had a wider influence on the growth and 
strengthening of Rastafari as a whole. 

In addition, increasing yet scattered information about Ras-
tafari has come from Cubans especially Cuban Rastas who have 
left the island as well as tourists who bring and send back Rasta 
literature, videos and other Rasta related paraphernalia. One 
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Cuban Rasta woman, who lives in England, has for instance put 
together a number of pamphlets in which she writes about differ-
ent aspects of Rastafari knowledge, African history and general 
Rasta news. These pamphlets are sent to Cuba where they are 
photocopied and distributed all over the island. 

It is via these diverse routes and networks that the movement 
has not only entered Cuba but in the process also undergone 
dynamic transformations in size and character. At the same time, 
massive socio-political transformations have shaken Cuba more 
generally, and this broader context is important to consider when 
approaching Rastafari in contemporary Cuba. Before explaining 
who, how and why Cubans identify with Rastafari, it is necessary 
to thus briefly describe Cuba’s contemporary socio-economic 
situation. 

Contemporary Cuba

The sudden rejection of Marxism-Leninism and collapse of 
communism in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union in 
the early 1990s has had dramatic consequences for Cuba. Almost 
overnight the island was economically and politically cut off 
from its one-time Communist partners and plunged into a severe 
economic crisis. In addition to its sudden isolation the island was 
also hampered by huge debts, lack of foreign exchange and the 
continuous US embargo. For the first time the very survival of the 
Revolution became an issue. 

In September 1990 President Fidel Castro responded to the 
crisis by declaring that Cuba had entered, “el período especial en 
tiempos de paz”,9 a “special period in time of peace.” Faced with 
growing unemployment, material scarcities and deteriorating 
living standards the government was forced to introduce several 
economic reforms including the legalization of the US dollar, the 
development of the tourist industry as well as foreign investment.10 

This economic opening has not only attracted new sources of badly 
needed hard currency but also brought about tremendous social 
changes and divisions on the island. 
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Whilst the majority of working people continue to be paid 
in Cuban pesos, earning the equivalent of US$ 15 a month, the 
contemporary Cuban reality is such that everyone needs US 
dollars/Cuban convertible pesos (CUC) to survive.11 Stores and 
state-run businesses (except for ration supplies), the booming 
black market and all tourist-related services and venues were until 
2004 dollar based and since then have become CUC dominated. 
As a result, everyone is looking for dollars/CUC. Legal access to 
hard, foreign currency as well as to Cuban convertible pesos is 
however still difficult and restricted to those Cubans who work in 
the tourist industry or are self-employed. In addition, remittances 
from relatives abroad are a major source of foreign currency for 
many Cubans as are a number of illegal activities some of which 
are related to the black-market. Not everyone however has access 
to these sources. As a result, Cuban society has become polarized 
between those who have, relatively speaking, easy access to hard 
currency/CUC and those who do not. This situation has created 
increasing socio-economic inequalities and among other things 
provoked the formation of new social classes. This has in turn led 
to much resentment in a population that has been used to living 
in a relatively speaking egalitarian social setting. The fact that 
these social divisions are also highly correlated with skin color 
makes for a particularly explosive situation (this will be discussed 
in greater detail below).

Not unlike in pre-revolutionary times,12 Cuba has once again 
become fully dependent on foreign investment, tourism and the 
US dollar. Confusion, frustration and discontent rank high among 
people’s reactions towards the current situation. Although many 
still remain at least tacit supporters of the current regime most 
are also waiting for some sort of change to come about. Cubans 
may not yet be turning to the streets but outward calm conceals 
growing unease. The most obvious sign of the times is that people 
no longer rely on the state to meet their basic needs. Many are 
also much more openly critical about the system than ever before. 
Above all however more and more Cubans are looking for new 
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ways, ideas and frameworks with which to understand these chal-
lenging times as well as make sense of their future. Among these, 
different religious expressions have become particularly popular, 
as have certain youth and social movements as well as a growing 
fascination with consumer culture. Rastafari’s presence in Cuba is 
in large part both a product of and reaction to these challenging, 
changing times. 

Rastafari a la cubana

Generally speaking Rastafari in Cuba can be characterized 
as a predominantly male, Afro-Cuban13 youth movement. Most 
adherents are from socio-economically speaking marginalized 
urban neighborhoods and work as artists, musicians or in the 
informal sector. Due to the haphazard and heterogeneous ways 
in which the movement was introduced and has spread, coupled 
with the particular social context in which it finds itself, Cubans 
have not been exposed to Rastafari’s religious, philosophical 
and socio-cultural knowledge and practices in an ongoing and 
structured way but rather been exposed to some of its images 
and ideas in a very random and unguided manner. The lack of a 
centralized structure, authoritative voice in the form of elders,14 
general access to information within the Cuban movement as well 
as language barrier has meant that people have been able to freely 
choose those elements of Rastafari that most appeal to them as 
well as individually reinterpret and change them in order to fit 
their own personal needs and circumstances. As such different 
Rastafari components, whether religious, social, philosophical or 
popular cultural have been selectively as well as randomly copied, 
altered, added on to and fused with elements from other cultural 
systems. 

We thus for instance find individuals, like Ernesto,15 a 32 year 
old religiously inclined Rasta from Havana who besides having a 
strong faith in Haile Selassie is also a devotee of San Lázaro. San 
Lázaro or Babalú Ayé as he is known in the Afro-Cuban orisha 
pantheon is one of the most popular saints/orishas in Cuba. The 
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17th of December is the Día de San Lázaro, the patron saint day 
festival of San Lázaro. It is on and around this date that many 
Catholic and Afro-Cuban religious practitioners undertake a 
pilgrimage to the national shrine of San Lázaro at El Rincón on 
the outskirts of Havana to demonstrate their devotion to as well 
as ask San Lázaro for his protection against disease and other 
misfortune. On the eve of the 17th of December 1998 I went to El 
Rincón to document this religious festival. 

It was around 8 p.m. when I reached Santiago de las Vegas, 
the last and nearest bus stop to El Rincón. Despite a major lack of 
public transport Santiago de las Vegas, which lies about five miles 
away from El Rincón, was packed with people many of whom 
had come from distant parts of the island. Many carried candles 
and flowers as offerings to San Lázaro whilst a number of people 
dressed in rags could also be seen crawling on their knees or pull-
ing themselves along their backsides towards the shrine. These 
individuals had made a promesa (promise) to the saint and were 
now paying penance by way of physical hardship. In the midst of 
all of this activity I suddenly spotted Ernesto. Not knowing at the 
time that he was a devotee of San Lázaro I expressed my surprise 
in seeing him. We walked the remaining four miles to the shrine 
together during which time he told me his reasons for coming to 
El Rincón. 

As a child Ernesto was involved in a bad car accident which 
almost killed him. His multiple leg and hip injuries caused him 
to be hospitalized for months and it was uncertain whether he 
would ever be able to walk again. In her desperation Ernesto’s 
mother, who had always been a strong believer and devotee of 
San Lázaro, decided to make a promesa to the saint in order to 
help her son. In this she promised San Lázaro that if he would 
save her son and allow him to walk again she would ensure that 
Ernesto would visit his shrine every year for the rest of his life. 
Ernesto did live and walk again and has since then been making 
the annual pilgrimage to El Rincón in order to cumplir su promesa 
(fulfil his promise). Like his mother, Ernesto strongly believes 
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that it is thanks to San Lázaro that he is alive and well. Feeling a 
strong bond to and affection for this saint, Ernesto refers to him 
as his protector (protector) and guía espiritual (spiritual guide). 
Ernesto’s devotion for San Lázaro does not however interfere with 
his identification with Rastafari and belief in Haile Selassie. On 
the contrary. Instead, Ernesto believes in both Haile Selassie and 
San Lázaro. As he put it: “I am Cuban and these are the beliefs 
that I grew up with. San Lázaro is my protector but I also believe 
in Jah Rastafari. They both give me support and guidance and fill 
me with the strength that I need.”16 

Despite his identification with both belief systems Ernesto 
has not however, blended these different systems of knowledge 
together nor chosen to solely adopt one or the other. Instead he 
has allowed for both to coexist, using elements from each system, 
depending on the particular situation and context he finds him-
self in. In so doing Ernesto not only manifests a high degree of 
multiple cultural competence but also what some scholars have 
referred to as a “toolkit” like attitude towards culture (Swidler 
1986).

Like Ernesto, most Rastas have adopted and adapted ele-
ments from Rastafari and either incorporated them alongside 
their other beliefs and practices or mixed and merged them with 
elements from other cultural systems, whether they be religious, 
philosophical, popular cultural or fashionable. What Rasta ele-
ments have been adopted and how they have been reworked and 
reinterpreted has also greatly depended on who has been doing 
the adopting. People’s personal situations, manners in which they 
were introduced to and reasons for identifying with Rastafari 
differ tremendously. As a result a wide variety of Rasta identi-
ties and expressions have emerged which can perhaps be best 
described as a continuum ranging from orthodox religious Rastas 
to people who identify with Rastafari as a style.17 Anthropologist 
Ulf Hannerz makes this point with regards to the social organiza-
tion of culture more generally. As he explains:

The social organization of culture always depends both on the 
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communicative flow and on the differentiation of experiences 
and interests in society. In the complex society, the latter dif-
ferentiation is by definition considerable. It also tends to have 
a more uneven communicative flow-that is, different messages 
reach different people. The combined effect of both the uneven 
flow of communications and the diversity of experiences and 
interests is a differentiation of perspectives among the members 
of the society. (Hannerz 1987: 550)

Despite the multitude of ways in which Rastafari is individu-
ally adopted, understood, defined and expressed in Cuba we can 
however observe several commonalties between most Rastas. 
Apart from their shared dreadlocked aesthetic most adherents 
share a common outlook or vision. 

Rastafari in a Different Kind of Babylon

Most Rastas, whether male or female, state-employed or 
working in the informal sector, university educated or barely liter-
ate, from Pinar del Río or Santiago de Cuba, share in a common 
understanding of what ‘their’ Babylon in Cuba is. In most societies, 
where Rastafari is present, this often-used term is usually equated 
with oppression and injustice most often associated with capital-
ism, racism and the police. So what is Babylon in a country which 
ideologically identifies itself with values such as social equality, 
justice, unity and freedom? In theory, Rastafari and Cuba’s revo-
lutionary and socialist principles and doctrine sound surprisingly 
similar. So what is Babylon in Cuba?

In July 1998, Ricky, a young Rasta and I were walking back 
from a reggae concert in Central Havana. It was around 1 a.m. 
Except for the flickering blue light from people’s television screens 
and the neighborhood night watchmen, the streets were dark and 
deserted. In this relative tranquility one omnipresent voice could 
however be heard emerging out of what seemed like every house 
in the city. Recognizable by its animated style and intonation it 
was the unmistakable voice of Fidel Castro. It was July 25th, the 
eve of the forty-sixth anniversary of the storming of the Moncada 
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Barracks.18 Like on most revolutionary anniversaries Castro was 
giving a speech. He had started just before I had left the house for 
the concert at 8 p.m., bringing him into his fifth straight hour. Lis-
tening in I could make out that he was talking about the successes 
of the Revolution, despite the hardships of the Special Period. I 
commented on the length of the speech and Castro’s stamina, to 
which Ricky only responded by rolling his eyes and shaking his 
head. We walked on in silence until suddenly Fidel’s beaming 
voice announced: “Hay que luchar” (We have to keep on fighting). 
Ricky again shook his head and said: “All words, just words. When 
will this man ever stop this nonsense and all of these lies?” 

Such comments and reactions towards Cuba’s political leader-
ship are common among Rastas. In the eyes of many, the official 
ideological rhetoric and system, which makes itself out to be 
fighting in the name of ‘humanity’, ‘justice’, and the ‘common 
man’ are hypocritical. Among them it is generally felt that the 
state deliberately feeds the people with lies in order to cover up 
increasing economic inequalities, racism and lack of freedom of 
expression amongst other things. Reflecting on this discrepancy 
Ricky at a later point explained that: 

There are words and then there is reality. What you hear them 
[the authorities] say is not what we live. But even for us it is 
sometimes difficult to see through the lies. It is like a labyrinth 
in that once you are in it you are perpetually confused and lost. 
The politicians talk and talk, change the laws and invent new 
ones every day to keep us from thinking too much about what 
is really going on. So if you ask me if we really have equality 
here, or justice and freedom like you hear them say all the time, 
I would answer no. What we do have is a system that tries to 
control everything including what we say and think.   

Apart from the ever present and watchful eye of the Commit-
tees of the Defense of the Revolution or neighborhood watch this 
control Ricky spoke about, is mainly experienced by the frequent 
police searches that Rastas are subjected to. Associated with 
delinquency, crime and hustling many are stopped and searched 
on a daily basis. Fed up and angry Gustavo, a Rasta from Cien-



74 KATRIN HANSING

Caribbean Studies Vol. 34, No. 1 (January - June 2006), 61-84

fuegos, hardly goes out anymore. “I know every country has its 
problems but here the government victimizes you just for walking 
down the road”, he complained. 

Rastas for the most part have seen through what they view as 
the “dishonest brainwashing tactics” of the state. Being young, 
black and marginalized, they are also increasingly learning that 
although they have been brought up to believe in equality on 
all levels, some Cubans are more Cuban than others these days. 
Cuba to them is neither the egalitarian society nor the multi-racial 
democracy it claims to be, and it is the power of this myth that 
Rastas call Babylon.

Rasta, Race and Revolution

The second vision most Rastas share is their connection with 
Rastafari’s anti-racist message and positive identification with 
blackness. As mentioned, Rastafari is a predominantly Afro-
Cuban youth movement. The reasons for this have a lot to do with 
the island’s historically complex race relations as well as its current 
economic crisis, which has amongst other things also intensified 
racial discrimination. 

Race and racism have been an integral part of Cuban society 
since the early days of the Spanish conquest. During both the 
colonial and republican periods race established people’s legal 
and social rights and played a defining role in how people were 
judged and treated. Comparable to Brazil, Cuba’s color spectrum 
ran from black through varying shades of brown to white. In this 
the so called ‘whitening factor’, continued to give those of mixed 
race greater social mobility than blacks within the larger society, 
and shaped socio-psychological aspirations.19 

After 1959 the race question was subsumed under the broader 
nationalist and subsequently socialist umbrella. The revolution-
ary government approached the ‘racial problem’ from a strongly 
structural perspective, coherent with its Marxist views of history 
and society (de la Fuente 1998). It was assumed that with the 
removal of what were viewed as the causes of racial inequality 
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(namely, private property and class exploitation) racism and racial 
discrimination would also disappear. 

Although class privileges based on private property were 
eliminated in Cuba in the early 1960s and the Revolution was 
quick to dismantle institutional racism and other forms of legal 
social inequality. It did not however, specifically target the soci-
ety’s deeply ingrained culture of racism. Instead the ideological 
rationale and rhetoric of unity and equality introduced an official 
silence towards race related matters; a silence which transformed 
the issue of race, among others, into a semi taboo topic20 and has 
to this day made talking about the problem of race a problem in 
and of itself.21 

Socio-culturally speaking what this has done is turn the issue 
into a complex, often hard to pin point social phenomenon, in 
which racial prejudices persist but are rarely acknowledged. In 
fact by effectively excluding the issue from public discourse, cen-
tury old racial stereotypes and prejudices have been uncritically 
reproduced on the part of the majority of the population. This in 
turn has resulted in a relatively racially unconscious yet prejudiced 
society in which persons of different colors however, mingle freely 
in many social settings. 

Having grown up with racism and police harassment as part 
of their daily life, Rastas view the official line on race like they 
do much of the government’s rhetoric—as a myth. In their eyes 
the problem lies precisely in this silence and denial of the fact 
that there is a problem. As Luis, an older Rasta from Matanzas 
explained: 

Racism is strong here but no one talks about it. It is another one 
of those topics that is not publicly discussed. So although people 
are openly racist everyone pretends Cuba is this race-less society 
and that there is no discrimination.

Adding to this another Rasta, José, explained:

People have been conditioned to believe that there is no racism 
here and that there are no races, just Cubans. This is all very 
beautiful as an idea but in reality things are different. If you are 
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black in Cuba you are thought of as inferior and the darker you 
are the worse it is. You see there is this huge gap between what 
the state says and what it wants us to believe and what is really 
going on. No one says anything because people are afraid. One 
thing you do not do here is go against what the government says. 
So everyone just keeps up the lie and pretends there is no racism. 
The worst thing is that after so many years of pretending many 
people have actually started to believe in the lie itself.

Because of this silence, a number of Rastas have described the 
racism in Cuba as worse than what they have heard the situation 
was like in Apartheid South Africa or the Southern United States. 
As one Rasta put it: “There things were out in the open, people 
knew who their enemy was and could strategically fight against 
an unjust system. Here you can’t talk about the problem because 
it is not supposed to exist. It’s really like a serpent in the grass, 
there but hidden.” 

The lack of open debate about the problem has in the minds 
of many Rastas created an enormous amount of auto-discrimina-
tion among Afro-Cubans. As Leyda, a Rasta woman expressed: 
“Most blacks believe being white is better”, whilst another female 
Rasta, Maria, put it more bluntly when saying: “Being white is a 
career here.” 

One of the most prevalent ideas feeding into the aspiration 
among some Afro-Cubans to look white is the notion of adelantar 
la raza. This age old concept and term refers to the idea of marry-
ing and having children with a lighter skinned person in order to 
‘advance’ the black race; advance signifying to whiten. As Ricky 
remarked: “My mother always said to me ‘Son, you can marry 
anyone except a black girl; even a blanca sucia (dirty white girl) is 
fine. Just don’t bring home a black girl’. The irony of all of this is 
that my mother is so dark, people think she is from Haiti.” 

Such ideas are fuelled and kept alive by many racist jokes and 
stereotypes. As Jorge, a Rasta from Santiago explained: “We are 
automatically viewed as potential thieves and delinquents. When 
a black man walks down the street, haven’t you noticed how most 
white people automatically hold on to their bag more tightly? 
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There is this assumption that blacks, especially men, are criminals, 
as if it were part of our ‘nature.’” 

Most Rastas agree that although racism has always existed 
in Cuba, the situation has worsened since the beginning of the 
Special Period. Conditions for all people have changed drastically 
but as many see it black people are by far the worst off. Reflecting 
on his own situation, Costa explained: 

Most of us [black people] don’t have family abroad who send 
money. We also have less opportunities of making dollars 
legally. Most of the jobs in tourism or in la shoping [luxury good 
shops] go to white or very light skinned people. Someone like 
me would never get a job there.

Another Rasta, Gabriel, commented on what people have come 
to call Cuba’s ‘dollar apartheid’. This term principally refers to the 
economic divide that was created through the introduction of the 
US dollar and double economy in 1993. The divide used to mainly 
be between Cubans and foreigners but now also exists between 
Cubans who have access to hard currency/CUC and those who 
do not. Apart from being spatially defined in that certain venues 
are not accessible to people without hard currency, now CUC, the 
barriers have also become increasingly racialised. As Manuel, a 
Rasta from Santiago, for instance experienced:

One time a friend of mine from France was here and he invited 
me to have a drink with him in his hotel. When we got to the 
door the doorman would not let me in. My friend explained that 
I was his guest but this did nothing. We were only told that the 
hotel was for foreigners only. But later I saw how other Cubans 
entered without a problem. They probably had dollars but they 
were also white.

Stories and experiences such as Manuel’s have increased dramati-
cally over the past decade and a half. Apart from causing much 
frustration and confusion among many Afro-Cubans, they have 
also led many people to become more racially conscious as well 
as look for ways to make sense of and deal with this increasingly 
challenging environment.
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In this context, Rastafari offers some people an alternative 
view of race, blackness, Africa and cubanidad (cubanness); one 
that is pro-Africa, anti-racist and pan-human. Interlocking with 
the island’s growing racism, it is the attraction to these ideas 
that I believe to be the main reason for the movement’s growing 
popularity among young black Cubans. Most Rastas are young 
Afro-Cuban men who have grown up with racial discrimination 
as part of their daily existence. They, like most Afro-Cubans, are 
becoming increasingly aware of the myth of racial equality in 
their country, to which anger and confusion are among the most 
common responses. Besides this, however, questions relating to 
what it means to be black in Cuba are starting to be voiced and 
prompting many especially among the youth to explore what this 
may mean to them. Because of the relatively little open and public 
discourse on race related matters and clear official blueprint on 
what it means to be Cuban (officially defined in revolutionary and 
socialist terms) most people however, do not have the vocabulary 
with which to articulate their frustrations. Rastafari’s ability to 
convey its message, particularly its positive identification with 
blackness and Africa through various symbolic forms other than 
speech namely aesthetically, musically, bodily and spiritually, has 
allowed many to identify with the culture as well as use it as a 
means to examine, discover and express what blackness may mean 
to them. In other words, these processes of exploration, identity 
construction and expression are occurring on various levels and 
through different agencies. 

We thus for example find that through the wearing of dread-
locks, the tricolors and Afro-centric clothing, the body is used not 
only to defy and question dominant aesthetic norms and standards 
of beauty but also to re-evaluate and challenge old stereotypes 
about blackness.

Also, reggae concerts are increasingly evolving into new black 
cultural spaces, where Rastafari fashion, news and knowledge 
are not only shared, shown off and exchanged but reggae itself 
is used as an important vehicle through which individual ideas 
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about blackness are articulated and other sensitive social issues 
are addressed. 

It is in these spaces that a growing sense of shared black iden-
tity is being discovered but also created. Furthermore, many com-
mitted and conscious Rastas are themselves acting as awareness 
raisers, by teaching people about African and Afro-Cuban history 
and culture as well as speaking about the race problem.

It is mainly however, through the use of the arts and popular 
culture rather than open and direct critique of the system that they 
are sending their message. Through concerts, poetry readings, art 
and crafts exhibits and several successful homages to Bob Marley 
in the past few years as well as fighting to get reggae music to be 
played on local radio stations, these Rastas are on a mission of 
their own. Considering the context in which they find themselves 
their aims of raising consciousness and working towards real 
social and racial integration are bold. But as one Rasta explained: 
“People need to hear the truth, need to be freed from all of this 
mental slavery, we have nothing to loose.”

Conclusion

Since its humble beginning in the slums of West Kingston, 
the Rastafari movement has managed to transmit its message 
throughout the world. In the short span of seventy years this 
once peripheral movement has not only penetrated the so-called 
‘metropole’ but can now also be found in many parts of the global 
South. In addition to trespassing geographical boundaries, Rasta-
fari has also managed to cross ethnic, racial and class lines. Even 
in socialist Cuba Rastafari is no longer an uncommon sight and 
there is no doubt that the movement is growing there. There, 
Rastafari has been adopted and adapted into a culture through 
which individuals are exploring and re-evaluating their identity 
on many levels, especially with regard to race. In light of Cuba’s 
economic crisis, historically complex race relations and still exist-
ing problems of racial discrimination, Rastafari is contributing in 
raising awareness about these and other social issues and in so 
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doing it represents a counter-narrative to the official discourse 
on race, equality and what it means to be Cuban.
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Notes

 1 I use the term ‘movement’ to refer to a loosely bound group of 
people who in this case identify with certain common aspects and 
elements of Rastafari’s religious, socio-cultural, philosophical and/
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or popular cultural and other ideas and practices.  
 2 Although caution should be exercised when generalizing about Ras-

tafari, a few broad observations can be made about how the move-
ment developed in the Jamaican context. The movement emerged 
in Jamaica in 1930, the year Ras Tafari was crowned Emperor Haile 
Selassie I of Ethiopia. Many Rastas regard Haile Selassie as God 
(Jah) and it is after him that the movement is named. The Rastafar-
ian ideology is characterized by three main themes: the philosophi-
cal tradition of Ethiopianism; a Biblical fundamentalism, including 
both the Old and New Testament; and an appeal to such universal 
values as love, truth and justice. In Jamaica its orientation is also pro-
foundly Afrocentric and the collective repatriation of black people to 
Africa has been a major aim. For a more detailed discussion of the 
emergence of the movement in Jamaica see Barrett 1977; Campbell 
1985; Chevannes 1995; Yawney 1978.

 3 I am using the term ‘globalization’ here in an anti-hegemonic sense 
to refer to the world wide spread of Rastafari. 

 4 This article is based on anthropological field research that was 
conducted in Cuba between September 1998 and September 1999. 
During this time I conducted participant observation and dozens of 
structured and unstructured interviews with Rastas and non-Rastas 
on issues related to Rastafari’s emergence and presence in Cuba. 
Apart from intense participant observation, forty-two life history 
interviews with all ‘types’ of Rastas were conducted. Although 
the majority of these were with male Rastas from Havana, where 
Rastafari’s presence is most strong, seven were with woman and nine 
with individuals residing in other parts of the island (Matanzas, Pinar 
del Río, Santiago de Cuba, Cienfuegos, El Cobre). 

 5 This situation has changed somewhat since the early 1990s. Since 
then tourism and visits from family members who live abroad have 
increased enormously, both of which have become important sources 
of news and information.

 6 The cultural isolation was/is in large part due to the US embargo but 
has also been partly self-imposed through the government’s strong 
nationalist, anti-imperialist cultural policy. Foreign music on the 
whole is played less on the radio partly because it is too difficult and 
expensive to get a hold of but also because by law, 80% of all music 
played on radio programs has to be Cuban. All mass media in Cuba 
is under the direct control of the Cuban Communist Party.

 7 There was never an outright law stating that the listening of English 
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music was prohibited. Instead this was, as many Cubans and radio 
DJ’s explained, an unspoken law. Music with English lyrics was 
viewed as imperialistic and listening to it was often equated with 
politically subversive behavior.

 8 Since the late 1960s Cuba has offered university and vocational 
training scholarships to students from both developing and socialist 
countries. Thousands of students from all over the world have come 
to Cuba in this manner. In 1972, diplomatic relations between Cuba 
and Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados and Guyana were re-
established and agreements were made for these islands to also send 
some of their students to Cuba. Due to the close ideological links 
between Cuba and both Michael Manley’s (Jamaican) and Maurice 
Bishop’s (Grenadian) governments, an especially large number of 
students from Jamaica and Grenada arrived

 9 The term derives from Cuba’s plans, ready for many years, to survive 
a “special period” of military aggression and total naval blockade of 
the island by the US. As this peacetime crisis approached the severity 
of war, the term was adopted.

 10 See Font 1997; Mesa Lago 2003.
 11 From 1993 until 2004, the Cuban economy was split between the 

Cuban peso, used mainly by Cuban citizens for staples and non-
luxury items, and the U.S. dollar in combination with the Cuban 
convertible peso, which was used in tourism and for luxury items. In 
2004 the Cuban government withdrew the US dollar from circula-
tion, citing the need to retaliate against further U.S. sanctions. After 
a short grace period, a 10% surcharge began to be imposed when 
converting US dollars into Cuban convertible pesos. This measure 
helped the Cuban government collect much needed hard currency. 
Only exchangeable within Cuba the convertible peso, which is 
informally called the chavito, has thus replaced what used to be the 
importance of the US dollar.

 12 See Schwartz 1999.
 13 In this article the term ‘Afro-Cuban’ is used to refer to all Cubans 

of African descent.
 14 Leading Rastas are often regarded as elders. Eldership is not how-

ever, a formal position but rather an informal status conferred on 
those individuals who are known for their uncompromising commit-
ment to and defence of the principles of Rastafari as well as their 
ability to both expound the movement’s philosophy and interpret 
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historical and contemporary events through its ideological prism.
 15 All names of individuals mentioned in this text have been 

changed.
 16 All quotations in this text were translated from Spanish into English 

by the author.
 17 In my work I have identified four main ‘types’ of Rastas: 1. religious 

2. philosophical 3. fashion 4. jinetero. For a more detailed overview 
see Hansing 2002.

 18 On the 26 July 1953 the Moncada Barracks in Santiago de Cuba were 
attacked by Fidel Castro and his revolutionary group. Although the 
attack failed, this event and date are considered and celebrated as 
the beginning of the Cuban Revolution.

 19 See de la Fuente 1998; Helg 1995; Martínez-Alier 1974; Fernández-
Robaina 1990; Scott 1985.

 20 The rationale being that throwing light on the issue enhances 
national and racial separation and goes against the revolutionary 
principles of unidad (unity) and cubanididad (Cubaness), in which 
all Cubans are equal.

 21 For a more detailed overview see de la Fuente 1998; Moore 1988.


