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El vino, de plátano; y si sale agrio, ¡es nuestro vino!

—  José Martí, “Nuestra América” (1891).1

Over thirty years of political migration brought close
to a million Cuban immigrants to American soil,
harboring distinct waves of immigrants as well as dis-
tinct refugee “vintages,” alike only in their final rejec-
tion of Cuba. Each of the major waves of migration
has been characterized by a very different social com-
position. To understand the changing characteristics
of the exiles over time, we need to pay attention to
the changing phases of the Cuban revolution. As Pe-
ter Rose (1981, p. 11) underlined, “refugees do not
live in a vacuum. They are part of an intricate socio-
political web that must be seen as the background
against which any portrait of their travails must be
painted and any dissection of their innermost
thoughts and feelings must be pinned.” This analysis
focuses both on the nature of the decisions the refu-
gees made to leave Cuba and the larger social struc-
tures that shaped the exodus. As C. Wright Mills
(1961) said, so long ago, the sociological imagination
lies at the intersection of personal troubles and his-
torical issues.

Including those who were born here, the total num-
ber of Cubans in the United States as of 1990 was

1. The wine is from plaintain; and if it proves sour, it is our wine! José Martí, “Our America” (1891). Translated by Juan de Onís
(1954).

approximately 1,042,433, 73 percent of which were

immigrants.2 The 1990 census data gives us, for the

first time, the opportunity to look at the social and

demographic characteristics of the distinct waves of

the Cuban exodus.3 The various waves of Cuban mi-

gration brought very different sets of social resources

with them—such as their social class, race, educa-

tion, family, institutional knowledge, and values.

Over the course of more than 30 years of exodus,

they also arrived in the U. S. at times when the social

context that greeted them presented them with vastly

different amounts of opportunity—such as econom-

ic growth or recession, government policy programs,

a warm welcome or cold reception. Hence, Cuban

immigrants from the various waves of migration have

undergone rather different processes of incorporation

into American society, as will be seen in their con-

trasting social outcomes. As a result, to portray Cu-

bans in the United States by figures that describe

them as a whole (e.g., by their overall education or

poverty level) masks the vastly different social reali-

ties which they represent. Those many social realities

are the result of their manifold migrations. 

2. Data for this article is from the U.S. 1990 census of the United States, 5 percent sample, Public Use Microdata Sample, weight-
ed. The author wished to gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Lisa J. Neidert, University of Michigan, Population Studies
Center, and Rubén G. Rumbaut, Michigan State University, Department of Sociology, in helping her obtain the 1990 census data
for this article.

3. Close to 20 percent of Cuban immigrants arrived after the 1980 Census.
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REFUGEES AS A SOCIAL TYPE
As E. F. Kunz explained, a refugee “is a distinct social
type.” The essential difference between refugees and
voluntary migrants lies in their motivations:

It is the reluctance to uproot oneself, and the absence
of positive original motivations to settle elsewhere,
which characterizes all refugee decisions and distin-
guishes the refugee from the voluntary migrants
(1973, p. 130).

Hence, the key idea necessary to understand the refu-
gee in flight is that of the “push” (cf. Lee 1966).
While ordinary immigrants are more likely to be
“pulled” by the attraction of the opportunity to fash-
ion a better life, as Barry Stein (1981, p. 322) suc-
cinctly expressed it, “the refugee is not pulled out; he
is pushed out. Given the choice, he would stay.” Po-
litical exile is the last step of a process of profound
political disaffection that, as Kunz (1973) stressed, is
often accompanied by the refugees’ fear for their safe-
ty given their interpretation of events and self- per-
ceived danger.

To explain the enormous variance among refugees’
experiences, Kunz spoke of “vintages,” or refugee
groups that are distinct in “character, background,
and avowed political faith” (1973, p. 137). When
dramatic changes in the society take place gradually,
individuals react differently. Some oppose changes
that others support, some call for compromises that
to others smell of collaboration:

As the political situation ripens for each, they will
leave the country as distinct ‘vintages’ each usually
convinced of the moral and political rightness of his
actions and implicitly or openly blaming those who
departed earlier or stayed on (1973, p. 137).

“Vintages” (defined by attitudes) may or may not be
the same as waves (defined by timing). The Cuban
political exodus holds both distinct waves of migra-
tion and “vintages.”

THE FIRST WAVE: CUBA’S ELITE
Nelson Amaro and Alejandro Portes (1972) por-
trayed the different phases of the Cuban political im-
migration as changing over time with the exiles’ prin-
cipal motivation for their decision to leave. With the
unfolding of the Cuban revolution, over the years

“those who wait” gave way to “those who escape,”

and they to “those who search.” Bringing the analysis

up to date, I have added “those who hope” and

“those who despair.” Overall, the Cuban migration is

characterized by an inverse relation between date of

departure and social class of the immigrants. 

Typical of the first phase of the immigration were

“those who wait.” The Cuban exodus began with the

triumph of the Cuban revolution in 1959 over the

tyranny of Fulgencio Batista with the exit of the

Batistianos. But at this time the majority of Cubans

shared in the euphoria of the revolution’s hard-won

success. It was only when the revolution entered a

more radical phase that the exodus of political immi-

grants really took force. 

In this first wave, those who left were Cuba’s elite.

These upper and upper-middle classes were not tied

to Batista’s government but were bound to a political

and economic structure that, Amaro and Portes un-

derlined, was completely interpenetrated by the de-

mands and initiative of American capital:

These executive and owners of firms, big merchants,

sugar mill owners, manufacturers, cattlemen, repre-

sentatives of foreign companies and established pro-

fessionals, were those most acquainted with the Unit-

ed States’ political and economic guardianship of

Cuba, under which they had created or maintained

their position, and thus were the least given to believe

that the American government would permit the con-

solidation of a socialist regime in the island (1972, p.

10).

Hence, amidst the economic and diplomatic war that

ensued between Cuba and the U.S. (cf. Schreiber

1973), they decided to leave. The refugees of this

first wave came to the United States driven by Cuba’s

overturning of the old order through revolutionary

measures such as the nationalization of American in-

dustry and agrarian reform laws, as well as by the

United States’ severance of diplomatic and economic

ties with Cuba, all of which entailed serious personal
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losses. Maximiliano Pons4 came to the U. S. in 1960
after Castro nationalized the American company he
was working for. The son of Spanish immigrants,
Catalan traders from Barcelona, like many of his so-
cial class Maximiliano was educated in the United
States:

I finally broke with my father when I went to college.
I elected to go to Yale and not to Salamanca, where
my father wanted me to go. I wanted to be an Ameri-
can very badly. I became an American aspirant. The
United States had just emerged victorious from
World War II. I was away at Yale then. Four years lat-
er I returned to Cuba, went to work for a leading
American company, bought a house in the Marianao
suburbs—the whole thing. Fidel turned me back into
a Cuban (Llanes 1982, pp. 53-54).

“Those who wait” characterizes those first refugees
that came imagining that exile would be temporary,
waiting for the inevitable American reaction and help
to overthrow Cuba’s new government. In this first
stage the exile’s political activity was intensely mili-
tant, supporting military counterrevolution against
Cuba. Of these, the exiles’ invasion of Bay of Pigs in
April 1961 was the largest and most tragic. This first
phase of the Cuban exile ended with the fiasco of the
Freedom Fighters’ attempt to liberate Cuba from
Castro’s hold. In Playa Girón the 2506 Brigade
fought against the Cuban rebel army, waiting for the
air cover the United States had promised. They wait-
ed in vain (see Thomas 1977).

“Those who escape” constituted the second phase
that was set on by the growing political turmoil when
the Catholic church was silenced after denouncing
the communist direction the revolution was taking
(cf. Alfonso 1984); the electoral system collapsed
when the jubilant crowds chanted around Castro
“¿Elecciones para qué?” (“What do we need elections

4. Based on the collected life stories of hundreds of Cubans, José Llanes (1982) drew 58 composite characters whose human dra-
mas were representative of immigrants from the various waves of immigrants. Names are fictitious.

for?”); and Castro announced that he had always
been a Marxist-Leninist and would be so until the
day he died (cf. Thomas 1977). The exodus doubled.
As Amaro and Portes noted, the inverse relationship
between date of emigration and social class in Cuba
began to show. Still largely a middle-class exodus,
now it was more middle than upper: middle mer-
chants and middle management, landlords, mid-
dle-level professionals, and a considerable number of
skilled unionized workers, who wanted to escape an
intolerable new order.

The immigrants of the first two phases were not so
much “pulled” by the attractiveness of the new soci-
ety as “pushed” by the internal political process of
the old. When the private universities and schools
began to close in 1961, fear that the children would
be educated by the state became prevalent. Miranda
Martín, the daughter of a doctor that had initially
sympathized with the revolution, remembered:

We became aware gradually of the shift in Fidel’s pol-
icies to the left, but papi didn’t want to leave Havana
... My mother, on the other hand, was panicked.
What will they do to the children in school? Will they
force them to go to communist schools? Finally in
August we left (Llanes 1982, pp. 23-24).

Over 14,000 children came alone through Operation
Peter Pan, sent by their frightened parents (Walsh
1971). “What began as a trickle,” wrote Richard
Fagen et al. (1968, p. 62), “was, by the middle of
1962, a small flood.” Data from the 1990 census
show that of the 757,187 Cubans in the United
States who immigrated after the revolution, 25 per-
cent arrived during the first wave, 1960-19645 (see
Table1). At this time the Cuban Refugee Program
was initiated that assisted most of the refugees in Mi-
ami.

5.  The U.S. census precoded the variable on year of immigration by intervals: before 1950, 1950-59, 1960-64, 1965-69, 1970-74,
1975-79, 1980-81, 1982-84, 1985-86, 1987-1990, and born in the U.S. Hence, while technically the Cuban exodus that belongs to
the revolution should begin with the year 1959, when the revolution triumphed, it is not possible to disaggregate the data in that
way. Fortunately, this precoding does not do too much violence to the data because, as Fagen et al. (1968) pointed out, it was really
the nationalization of American industries in October 1960 that turned the emigration from a trickle into a flood. Likewise, the mi-
gration from Mariel is pretty well approximated by the years 1980-81, although technically it took place in 1980.
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The higher class origin of these Cuban refugees has
been well documented. This initial exodus over rep-
resented the professional, managerial, and middle
classes, 31 percent, as well as the clerical and sales
workers, 33 percent. Likewise, the educational level
of these refugees was remarkably high (Fagen et al.
1968, Table 7.1). 

With breathtaking speed, in a couple of years the Cu-
ban revolution had moved through distinct phases.
Nelson Amaro (1977) captured the progressive stages
as: first, democracy; then, humanism; followed by
nationalism; thereafter, socialism; culminating in
Marxism-Leninism. The United States’ punitive
policy—cutting the sugar quota, instituting a trade
embargo, and backing the exiles’ invasion of Cuba—
no doubt aided the rapidity of this transition. Amidst
this swift progression of stages, some refugees dis-
sented at one point, some at others. To Castro, they
were all the same: gusanos, or counterrevolutionary
“worms.”

Casal (1979) observed that although the “highly bel-
ligerent” counterrevolutionary movements of the
first two phases never actively engaged all exiles, they
did draw on the financial or moral support of most
exiles who hoped for Castro’s overthrow and for their
own return to Cuba. Unable to reach their goal, the
Cuban communities became disenchanted with such
activities and withdrew their support. As Kunz
(1973, p. 133) specified, when refugees realize “that
the doors are closed behind” them, they begin to take
the steps that change them from temporary refugees
into exiles.

Kunz (1981, pp. 45-46) also distinguished various
refugee types according to their ideological- national
orientation while in exile. Kunz’s labels for the vari-
ous ways in which one can be an exile constitute an
effort to delineate the types: the Restoration Activists,
the Passive Hurt, the Integration Realists, the Eager As-
similationists, the Revolutionary Activists, and the
Founders of Utopias. Revolutionary Activists single-
mindedly “subjugate matters of family and chances
of long term resettlement” to the purposes they set
out to achieve, while Eager Assimilationists may en-
gage in a “hyperactive search for assimilation and the
achievement of material success” as a way to forget

their guilt and their past. Still, it is important to real-
ize, as Kunz proposed, that while these “solutions” to
the problem of exile may be found side by side, most
individuals “pass through these role-phases from
their day of flight, progressing and regressing”
throughout their exile careers (Kunz 1981, p. 46),
passages that may well be facilitated by specific
events.

The very life of Lourdes Casal attests to various exile
role passages and to diametrically opposed ways of
shouldering the felt sense of historic responsibility
which exile can entail. In her attempt to express her
strong identification with Cuba and to solve her per-
sonal problem of exile, Lourdes Casal lived through
many exile lives. Casal was a formidable woman: a
Black Cuban from the middle class, in the early sev-
enties she was the founder of the magazine Areíto and
the Antonio Maceo Brigade, for Cuban-Americans
open to or in sympathy with the revolution. Yet at
the beginning of the revolution, in the late fifties and
early sixties, she had been an active member of
groups, such as the Juventud Universitaria Católica
(Catholic University Students) and the Directorio
Revolucionario Estudiantil (Students’ Revolutionary
Directorate), that fought against Batista’s dictator-
ship but also actively opposed the communist direc-
tion in which the revolution was then headed. As a
result of her travels to Africa and her return to Cuba,
as well as the social movements then rippling
through the United States, she underwent a pro-
found personal change and, in the early seventies, be-
came an active supporter of the Cuban revolution.
When she learned that she had little time left to live,
she chose to return and, in 1981, died in Cuba,
where she is buried (see Institute of Cuban Studies
1982). As Peter Rose (1981, p. 11) highlighted, few
social scientists have turned their attention to the so-
ciology of exile, and even those few “rarely have
delved into the social and psychological ramifications
of those affected” by refugee migration and resettle-
ment.

After the October Missile Crisis in 1962, the flights
ceased, forcing the migration rate to slow down. The
U.S. provided direct transportation only for over
1,000 Cuban exiles that had been imprisoned in



Cuba’s Refugees: Manifold Migrations

315

Cuba as a result of the Bay of Pigs fiasco and their
relatives. The Cuban government exchanged the
prisoners for vital needs: medicine, medical and sur-
gical equipment, food, and money. 

During this period, Cubans arrived that had either
previously stayed in other countries, or had escaped
Cuba illegally in boats and rafts to the shores of Key
West. Francisco Mateo crossed the 90 miles between
Cuba and Key West on a small rowboat:

Some of the people who left from Mariel (in 1980)
took twenty hours to cross the distance in a motor-
boat. We took twenty days in 1962, my family and
me, in a boat with three oars and holes....You tell me
how eight people could leave on an eight-foot row-
boat and expect to get anywhere. Across the Miami
Causeway maybe, but not those stinking, treacherous
ninety miles. God was with us. There is no other an-
swer (Llanes 1982, p. 19).

During this phase of the exodus, close to half of the
arrivals were blue-collar workers, skilled and un-
skilled, and a large proportion were agricultural
workers and fishermen (Casal 1979, Table 1). Cuba
introduced food rationing and compulsory military
service at this time, further spurring the exodus. 

THE SECOND WAVE: 
CUBA’S PETITE BOURGEOISE

In the Fall of 1965 a chaotic period ensued when
hundreds of boats left from Miami for the Cuban
port of Camarioca, where they picked up thousands
of relatives to come to the United States. “Those who
search” characterized this next major wave of the Cu-
ban migration. In response to President Lyndon
Johnson’s “open door” policy that welcomed refu-
gees from communism, the Cuban exodus was orga-
nized and concerted. For eight years, the United
States and Cuban governments administered an or-
derly air bridge as the Vuelos de la Libertad, or Free-
dom Flights, daily brought Cubans from Varadero to
Miami that the Cuban Refugee Program swiftly pro-
cessed and resettled, dispersing them throughout the
United States. 

Kunz (1973) distinguished anticipatory refugee
movements from acute ones. The joint policy of the
Unites States and Cuban governments turned this

initially acute exodus into a coordinated and orderly
anticipatory refugee movement. Though for quite
different reasons, the U. S. and Cuban governments
have often “cooperated with the enemy,” as Jorge
Domínguez (1991) stressed. When the refugee airlift
closed, thousands of flights had brought more than a
quarter of a million persons. As Table 1 shows, 41
percent of Cubans who immigrated to the United
States after the revolution came over during the years
of the airbridge: 1965-1974. 

Throughout this period, the Memorandum of Un-
derstanding regulated the immigrants’ departure,
giving the immediate family of exiles already living in
the United States priority (Thomas 1967). Both
countries compiled their “master lists” -- one com-
posed in the U. S. of those who claimed their rela-
tives in Cuba, and one composed in Cuba of those
who requested departure. Jointly, both governments
decided who would emigrate and the migration pro-
ceeded through family networks. Cuba barred from
exit young men of military service age, as well as pro-
fessionals, technical, and skilled workers whose exit
would cause a serious disturbance in production or

Table 1. Number of Cubans in the U.S., by 
Year of Immigration, 1990

Year of 
Immigration

Number of 
Cubans % 

% that Immigrated 
 from 1960-1990

Born in U.S. 285,244 27.4 —

1987-90 33,837 3.3 4.9

1985-86 16,963 1.6 2.4

1982-84 23,163 2.2 3.4

1980-81 125,313 12.0 18.2

1975-79 33,256 3.2 4.8

1970-74 109,731 10.5 15.9

1965-69 173,287 16.6 25.1

1960-64 174,275 16.7 25.3

1950-59 50,956 4.9 --

Before 1950 16,406 1.6 --

Total 1,042,433 100.0 (689,825) 100.0

Source: U.S. 1990 Census, Public Use Microdata Sample, 5 per-
cent, weighted.
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delivering social services, such as doctors (Clark
1975).

With this phase of the migration, the exodus of the
upper and upper-middle classes largely came to an
end. This wave of immigration was largely working
class and “petite bourgeoisie”: employees, indepen-
dent craftsmen, small merchants, skilled and
semi-skilled workers. Amaro and Portes judged
(1972, p. 13) that over time the political exile in-
creasingly became an economic exile as “those who
search” searched for greater economic opportunities
than were provided in a socialist society that institut-
ed a new ethic of sacrificing individual consumption
to achieve collective goals.

Without doubt, these were some of the leanest and
most idealistic years of the Cuban revolution. To
spread access to a basic education and health care,
young, educated Cubans went to live in the country-
side, working in literacy campaigns to educate the
poor, illiterate peasants, and in public health cam-
paigns to provide basic health care. At the same time,
the impact of the hemispheric trade embargo im-
posed by the Organization of American States in
1964 resulted in a spare parts crisis and other pro-
found economic dislocations (Schreiber 1973); the
exodus drained technical and administrative skills;
and Cuba failed in her attempts to cease being a sug-
ar monoculture, industrialize, and diversify. In Ama-
ro and Portes’ view, increasingly the immigration
ceased to be a political act and became an economic
act. Yet their distinction missed the reality that while
life in Cuba grew harsh for all, it turned particularly
bitter for those who had announced their dissent by
declaring their intention to leave. Those who applied
to leave lost their jobs, were ostracized as enemies,
and were forced to do hard labor in agriculture. An-
tonio Chacón applied to leave Cuba in 1962, but was
unable to leave until 1966, by which time he was suf-
fering from malnutrition, diabetes, and high blood
pressure:

We had applied for an exit permit. This meant that I
would lose my job at the newspaper. We had planned
for a few months of unemployment. It was unavoid-
able... Then, slam...The door closed and I was inside.
Unemployed. We finally left in 1966. Can you imag-

ine that? Four years knocking around doing “volun-
teer work” on weekends in order to get the food al-
lowance. We lost our belongings. Everything we
owned was sold or traded for food. We ended up liv-
ing with my friend Jacobo, who took us in at great
risk. I lost eighty pounds in those four years (Llanes
1982, pp. 93-94).

The social transformations the Cuban revolution
effected—political and economic—were so perva-
sive that they always “pushed” Cubans. America, in
facilitating the migration, always “pulled” them.
Moreover, the Cuban migration is unique in the ex-
tent to which both the United States and Cuban gov-
ernments organized, concerted, and facilitated the
exodus (Tabori 1972). Together, I argued, they set in
motion a system of political migration that for many
years proved beneficial to both. The loss of the edu-
cated, professional middle classes indeed proved ero-
sive to the Cuban revolution, but it also served the
positive function of externalizing dissent. At the same
time, in the United States the arrival of so many refu-
gees who “voted with their feet” also served to pro-
vide the legitimacy necessary for foreign policy ac-
tions during the tense years of the Cold War
(Pedraza-Bailey 1985).

Now the Cuban community in the United States be-
came increasingly heterogeneous, varying widely in
their social class origin. The former social distinc-
tions were perpetrated and reenacted in exile, often
with little bearing to their life in America. Those who
had belonged to the five most exclusive yacht and
country clubs in Havana founded another in Miami,
with nostalgia dubbed “The Big Five.” Cubans of
working-class origin remain outsiders to these at-
tempts to recreate a golden past that seems to ever
grow only more golden.

When the migration began in the early 1960s, 31
percent of the Cubans who arrived in the Unites
States were professionals or managers. By 1970, only
12 percent were professionals or managers. More
than half the arrivals, 57 percent, were blue-collar,
service, or agricultural workers (Aguirre 1976, Table
2). While Cuban exiles are clearly heterogeneous,
their celebrated “success story” obscures it. It particu-
larly serves to obscure the many Cuban poor. Still,
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the Cuban poor have always been evident in many
neighborhoods of la Southwestcera, as Miami’s
Southwest is affectionately called. But not only are
they hidden from the view of Americans, Cubans
also tend to hide them from themselves (cf.
Domínguez 1975). Casal (1979, p. 116) emphasized
the costs of the “success story”: it prevents Cubans
from getting “a clear picture” of their true situation;
it desensitizes them and others to the hidden costs of
“success;” and it isolates Cubans from other Ameri-
can minorities.

Cuban immigrants that arrived after the airbridge
ended consisted of refugees that had first lived in
Spain. Portes, Clark, and Bach (1977) found that
these émigrés represented Cuba’s “middling service
sectors:” cooks, gardeners, domestics, street vendors,
shoe shiners, barbers, hairdressers, taxi drivers, small
retail merchants. They had left Cuba during the peri-
od when Castro launched a new “revolutionary of-
fensive” in Cuba, confiscating over 55,000 small
businesses that were still privately owned (Mesa-Lago
1978), “pushing” out the little entrepreneur and his
employees. By and large, the refugees of this “vin-
tage” believed in the promises of the revolution until
the Cuban government labelled them parásitos, or
“parasites,” and took over their small businesses.

With the economic transition to socialism effected,
in the seventies the Cuban government cast the shape

of the political system: the new Cuban Communist
Party held its First Congress; a new Constitution was
declared; and Fidel Castro formally became Presi-
dent. In many ways, the old idealism and romanti-
cism of the 1960s gave way to what Mesa-Lago
(1978) called pragmatism. The failure of the mobili-
zation of hundreds of thousands of Cubans all over
the island to make the national goal of cutting 10
million tons of sugar in 1970 issued this new phase.
Cuba reintroduced material incentives and wage dif-
ferentials to promote greater economic growth; other
mass organizations, such as the Poder Popular, or Or-
gans of Peoples Power, took form. With this institu-
tionalization, Cuba increasingly took on the features
of Eastern European communism (cf. Roca 1977).

For the vast majority of Cubans in the United States,
throughout these years the issue continued to be life
in America. Yet that very stability, and cultural im-
pact on the young who lived face to face with the so-
cial movements of “the sixties” in America, gave birth
to an increased ideological pluralism, denser than
that which had always existed though obscured by
the uniform rejection of Cuba. As Casal (1979, p.
128) observed, “the Cuban community is not mono-
lithic now (if it ever was).”

Among other splits, such as social class and waves of
migration, the Cuban community is certainly cleft by
age, by generations. Typically, immigrants experi-

Table 2. Number of Cubans in the U.S., by Race, and by Year of Immigration, 1990

Race Total

Year of Immigration White Black Other Race Asian Number Percent

1987-90 84 .0 2 .6 13 .0 0 .4 33,838 100.0

1985-86 85 .8 3 .3 10 .9 — 16,963 100.0

1982-84 76 .8 5 .6 17 .0 0 .6 23,163 100.0

1980-81 77 .3 6 .0 16 .3 0 .4 125,313 100.0

1975-79 74 .8 5 .6 18 .5 1 .1 33,256 100.0

1970-74 84 .1 1 .7 13 .9 0 .3 109,731 100.0

1965-69 82 .4 1 .5 15 .6 0 .5 173,288 100.0

1960-64 90 .7 1 .9 7 .3 0 .1 174,275 100.0

Total 83 .5 2 .9 13 .3 0 .3 689,825 100.0

Source: U.S. 1990 Census, Public Use Microdata Sample, 5 percent, weighted.
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ence a pronounced generation gap when parents
raised in the Old World confront their children
raised in the New. But this gap reflects more than
that; it is the difference between political generations
that result from sharing a common location in a his-
torical social process that subjected them to specific
experiences during their youth — a stratification of
experience that shapes a frame of reference for the fu-
ture (Mannheim 1952). Among Cuban exiles, the
gap between the political generations which came of
age during certain critical periods of Cuban history
(cf. Zeitlin 1966), and that which came of age,
American, under the impact of the Civil Rights and
anti-Vietnam War movements, is often a chasm.

It was 55 progressive young people that, in Decem-
ber 1977, first broke through 19 years of hostility,
abuse, and isolation. Grouped as the Antonio Maceo
Brigade, their visit throughout the island left behind
a profound mark. Cuba filmed it: 55 Hermanos (55
Brothers and Sisters) captured their search for cultur-
al identity; for some, for political identity. Widely
shown in Cuba, it proved heartrending: evidence of
the suffering that exile had brought both those who
left and who were left behind.In 1978, a Dialogue
took place between the Cuban government and rep-
resentatives of the Cuban community in exile as a re-
sult of which the Cuban government agreed to the
release of political prisoners; to promote the reunifi-
cation of families rent apart by the exodus; and to al-
low Cubans in the United States to visit their family
and their homeland.

All at once, the counterrevolutionaries, gusanos of
yesterday, respectfully became “members of the Cu-
ban community abroad,” the release of political pris-
oners began, and the return visits of Cuban exiles
commenced. The Cuban community split into the
opposing camps of those who supported and op-
posed the Dialogue; those who returned and refused
to visit Cuba. Still, since that day, hundreds of thou-
sands of Cubans have returned to Cuba every year --
seeking the family they loved and the vestiges of the
life they once led.

THE THIRD WAVE: CUBA’S MARIELITOS
Since the flow of Cuban refugees had halted for
many years, few expected the chaotic flotilla exodus

in 1980. Initiated in April by those who asked for
political asylum at the Peruvian Embassy, within
days it grew massive. When this acute refugee exodus
ceased the following Fall, it had brought over
125,000 more Cubans to America, approximately 18
percent of all Cuban immigrants (see Table 1). This
wave lacked order and process. From Miami, thou-
sands of boats manned by relatives sped across the 90
miles of sea to Cuba’s Mariel Harbor. At times they
succeeded in bringing their families, other times they
brought whomever angry officials put on the boats.
Towards the end, this included Cuba’s social unde-
sirables: those who had been in prisons (whether they
had committed real crimes or had only succeeded in
challenging the state), mental patients, and homosex-
uals.

In Cuba, these “antisocial elements”, this escoria, or
“scum,” as the government called them, represented
a large public slap in the face: no longer the immi-
grants of the transition from capitalism to commu-
nism, but the children of communism itself. In
America they arrived in the throes of President Jim-
my Carter’s ambivalent government policy that both
welcomed them “with open hearts and open arms”
and sought to delimit the flow.

In the United States, after twenty years of celebrating
the achievements of Cuban exiles, the press contrib-
uted to their damaging portrayal. It focused on the
criminals, the homosexuals, the many Blacks: catego-
ries of people to whom Americans accord too little
respect. Who were the Marielitos? Were they “scum”?

To dispel the more damaging and inaccurate portray-
als, Robert Bach (1980; Bach et al. 1981/82) studied
their characteristics, sampling the Marielitos soon af-
ter their arrival, while they were still in the processing
centers and the refugee camps. Among the most sa-
lient was their youth (most were young men single or
without their families) and the visibly higher propor-
tion of Blacks than ever (Bach et al. 1981/82, pp.
33-35). Their former occupations showed that most
were from the mainstream of the Cuban economy,
hardly scum. Also salient was their overwhelmingly
working class origins — close to 71 percent were
blue-collar workers. Mechanics, heavy equipment
and factory machine operatives, carpenters, masons,
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and bus, taxi, and truck drivers led the list of occupa-
tions (Bach et al. 1981/82, p. 34). These characteris-
tics, stressed Fernández (1982), suggested new gener-
ational strains may have developed from the more
limited economic and political opportunities avail-
able to the young when the older generation of Cu-
bans who made the revolution held the key posts, as
well as the burden of military service in Cuba and
overseas shouldered by the young (cf. Díaz-Briquets
1983). “Those who hope” might well characterize
this wave.

In the United Sates, the press focused inordinately
on the criminal element. Indeed, there were many
who had been in prison. According to the the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service, of the 124,789
Mariel refugees around 19 percent, or 23,970, ad-
mitted they had been in jail in Cuba. Of those who
had been in prison, 5,486 were political prisoners,
while 70 percent of those who had been in prison
had been jailed for minor crimes or for acts, such as
vagrancy or participation in the extensive black mar-
ket that were crimes in Cuba but not in the United
States. The Cuban Ley de la Peligrosidad (Law of
Dangerous Behavior) made some forms of dissent
“anti-social” behavior, controlled by prison terms,
such as participating in the black market (buying or
selling clothes and food); dodging military service or
desertion; refusing to work for the state, particularly
in the cane fields; and trying to escape Cuba illegally
(Bach et al. 1981/82, p. 46). Of those who had been
in jail, the immigration service considered only 7 per-
cent to be serious criminals — less than 2 percent of
all the Marielitos (Montgomery 1981).

Given their youth, the Marielitos clearly constituted a
different political generation, one whose coming of
age was long after the early revolutionary struggle
and sharp social cleavages that demanded enormous
sacrifices but also affirmed the loyalty of many.
Roughly half of the Mariel immigrants came of age
during the late 1960s or the 1970s, when problems
of freedom of expression became particularly acute
for artists and intellectuals, such as the incident
sparked by Heberto Padilla’s poem expressing the
marginality of those who were “Fuera del Juego”
(“Out of the Game”). Moreover, deviance, particu-

larly homosexuality, was scorned and dealt with by
prison sentence. Comparisons with the years of
Batista could no longer serve to promote the consent
of a generation that scarcely could remember them.

The Marielitos, therefore, were a significantly differ-
ent “vintage” — one whose lived experience (experi-
encia vivencial, as we say in Spanish) contrasts sharp-
ly with other “vintages.” In particular, at the two
poles of twenty years of emigration, stand two “vin-
tages” that at best can hardly comprehend one anoth-
er and at worst may be, as Kunz noted (1973), hos-
tile. Over time the dramatic changes the Cuban
revolution effected progressed through distinct stag-
es, and these stages interacted with the social charac-
teristics of those affected to produce markedly differ-
ent processes of political disaffection.

To put it simply, let me give two stark examples. A
typical 1960 émigré was an executive, older, male,
and White that would likely have become disaffected
by the nationalization of American industry in the
early years of the revolution. But a typical 1980 émi-
gré was a bus driver, young, male, and Black that
would scarcely have minded that nationalization. In-
stead, he might have spent many years believing in
the professed goals of the revolution, until a bout of
prison terms for his participation in the extensive
black market of the 1970s promoted his disaffection.
Mariano Medina was a Black Cuban and former
Army officer that fought in Angola. He spoke of the
distance that separated him from the earlier exiles:

I can now see that they feel no ill will toward me and
may even want to help me, but they can’t help me
come to grips with the twenty years I’ve spent in Cu-
ba. They don’t understand how I feel... (Llanes 1982,
p. 170).

Despite the willing help of many in the Cuban com-
munity, many others exhibited a defensive prejudice
against the newcomers, who might tarnish their rep-
utation. The first and latest waves of Cuban refugees
in the United States live side by side but remain aloof
from one another. For them, as Kunz (1973, p. 137)
pointed out, the date of departure from Cuba “signi-
fies the bona fide” of their “political credo.” Thus,
they tend to blame each other for having left too
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soon or stayed too late. And the Cuba they long for is
not quite the same Cuba.

Oscar Handlin (1973) wrote of the immigrants from
Europe at the turn of the century, those who came to
fashion America. He caught the sadness, despair, and
nostalgia of every person that has been uprooted:

Yesterday, by its distance, acquires a happy glow. The
peasants look back ... and their fancy rejoices in the
better days that have passed, when they were on the
land and the land was fertile, and they were young
and strong, and virtues were fresh. ... Alas, those days
are gone, that they believed existed, and now there is
only the bitter present (Handlin 1973, p. 98).

 Cuban immigrants in America for many years
missed Cuba so. But one night in Key West, while
speaking with four refugees from Mariel, the differ-
ence struck me. While fishing, they listened on the
radio to a baseball game being played right then in
their hometown in Cuba. The early refugees’ nostal-
gia attached them to the Cuba they knew—la Cuba
de ayer, before the revolution. The Mariel refugees’
longing was for la Cuba de hoy, of the revolution.

THE FOURTH WAVE: CUBA’S BALSEROS
The Mariel exodus proved so traumatic, both for the
United States and Cuba, that immediately thereafter
the doors to further migration closed. However, in
the mid 1980s both governments signed a new Mi-
gration Agreement that provided for the immigration
to the U. S. of up to 20,000 Cubans and up to 3,000
political prisoners a year, as well as for the deporta-
tion of excludable Marielitos back to Cuba. However,
in actual practice only around 2,000 visas were being
given a year.

Cuba’s economic crisis reached new depths when
communism collapsed in Eastern Europe, particular-
ly in the Soviet Union, on whom Cuba had been
enormously dependent for trade and economic subsi-
dies. The impact of these losses has been devastating:
a decline in the national product of one half, and in
investment by two-thirds from 1989-1993 (Me-
sa-Lago, 1994). As a result, Cuban industry has been
paralyzed, public transport hardly operates, the sugar
harvest was abysmally low, and electricity has be-
come sporadic, with Havana suffering blackouts dur-

ing which people rely on candles, if candles can be
found. As Mesa-Lago explained, “because of the
eroding value of the peso, health care, education,
pensions and other free services -- which used to be
the pride of the revolution -- are rapidly deteriorat-
ing.” The economic crisis is so severe that in the Fall
of 1990 Castro himself declared it “a special period
in a time of peace.” Such a período especial was to
have been temporary, but coupled with the United
States’ tightening of the embargo (the Torricelli Law)
in 1992, the end of the crisis is not in sight. 

Cuba has attempted to forestall the worst of it by
opening the economy to trade, investment, and tour-
ism, and by reintroducing the use of U. S. dollars,
measures which, Castro himself emphasized, were
not intended to reintroduce capitalism but to “save
socialism.” But these policies have not succeeded in
turning the economy around. Abject need and hun-
ger have now become the reality of Cubans’ lives dur-
ing this “special period.” 

At the same time, the dissident movement has grown
and developed into a social movement. Despite dif-
ferent political thrusts (e.g., democratic socialist, en-
vironmentalist, Christian democrat), all dissidents in
Cuba have increasingly called for a new democratic
opening, a liberalization of the political structures
that Castro adamantly refuses (See Hidalgo 1994).
Hence, both economic and political want now drive
the new Cuban emigration, together with the ever
present desire for the reunification of families still
rent apart.

The new Cuban exodus has taken several forms (cf.
Rodríguez-Chavez 1993), with illegal emigration be-
ing the major one. Cubans have become so desperate
that they leave on balsas—rafts, tires, or other make-
shift vessels—risking death due to starvation, dehy-
dration, drowning, or sharks. The balseros, as they are
called, risk the arduous crossing now so regularly that
from 1991 on Los Hermanos al Rescate (Brothers to
the Rescue) constantly patrol the sea in helicopters
searching for them. According to the U. S. Coast
Guard, 5,791 balseros managed to reach safety in the
United States from 1985 to 1992. As economic con-
ditions worsened in Cuba, the numbers have risen
dramatically. While in the year 1989 less than 500
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balseros arrived, by 1991 the numbers had risen to
over 2,000 and by 1993 to 3,656. In 1994, due to
the crisis in August and September, over 37,000 Cu-
bans were rescued at sea. Their gratitude to their res-
cuers knows no limits. Early one morning in August,
Lizbet Martínez, a 12-year old girl with a long,
blonde pony tail, climbed aboard a raft with her par-
ents. She took aboard her most prized possession —
her violin. When the U. S. Coast Guard rescued
them, she played “The Star-Spangled Banner” on her
violin for them—a plaintive melody of gratitude for
those who had saved her life (Balmaseda 1994a).

When the balseros arrive in Florida, they are
welcomed—briefly—as heroes. But so many died
tragically at sea. Claudia Pérez was 15 months old
when she died in her mother’s arms—one hour be-
fore she was rescued. Raísa Santana died because she
drank seawater, reserving the only drinking water left
in their vessel for her son (El Nuevo Herald, 26 De-
cember 1993). “Those who despair” constitute this
last wave of migration.

August 1994 comprised yet another historic turn in
Cuba. On August 5th, massive riots took place in the
streets of the Center of Havana, in which thousands
of Cubans participated all day long, whose behavior
expressed the enormous material want that shapes
their lives, their disdain for the privilege reserved for
Party members and foreigners, and the enormous
wish for civil liberties that now also permeates Cuban
society (Rivas-Porta 1994).

Shortly thereafter, Castro gave orders to the Cuban
Coast Guard not to discourage the illegal emigration
from Cuba’s shores. Immediately, thousands of balse-
ros put out to sea, in the hopes of reaching Miami.
But an abrupt policy change made the Cubans un-
welcome. Under orders from President Bill Clinton
and Attorney General Janet Reno, the U. S. Coast
Guard blocked their progress and directed them to
Guantanamo (U. S. base in Cuba), where over
30,000 people lived in tents for the 9 months during
which they were allowed entry to the U. S.

As a result of the crisis, a new Migration Agreement
was signed in September 1994 that promised that the
U. S. will now actually give at least 20,000 visas a
year for Cubans to immigrate to the United States.
However, in May 1995 another abrupt policy change
allowed the refugees in Guantanamo to come to the
U. S. at the same time that the United States signed
another Migration Agreement with Cuba that stipu-
lated that all balseros found at sea will actually be re-
turned to Cuba. “Cuba bleeds,” headlined Liz Bal-
maseda (1994b), “and the drops are called rafts.” But
the U. S. government now denies their claim to be-
ing refugees.

CUBANS IN THE UNITED STATES

Race

Though Cuba has always been a multi-racial society,
despite their differences, prior to Mariel both major
waves of Cuban immigrants were predominantly
White. Yet, while throughout the decade of the six-
ties the occupational distribution of Cuban refugees
became more representative of Cuban society, “para-
doxically,” said Benigno Aguirre (1976, p. 105), Cu-
ban Blacks “participated less in it.” 

The 1953 Cuban Census put the proportion Black at
27 percent. In Cuba, like much of the Caribbean, so-
cial class and race overlapped in the extreme. But
while the social class level of the Cuban migration
dropped, for 15 years the immigrants remained over-
whelmingly White. Data from the 1990 census
shows that 86.3 percent of the immigrants were
White Cubans, 0.2 percent were Black Cubans, 0.3
percent were Asians (no doubt Chinos Cubanos), and
13.2 percent designated themselves as belonging to
“other race.”6 In Cuba, as in the rest of the Caribbe-
an, this usually corresponds to Mulattoes, or Mulati-
cos, as affectionately called. Charles Wagley (1968)
described the social definition of the races in the
Americas. In the South of the United States a dual
racial classification was used—Black vs. White—
that was based on ancestry (“one drop of Black
blood”). By contrast, throughout the Caribbean the

6.  In recent U. S. censuses, data on race, ethnicity, and ancestry are the result of self- identification by those answering the census
questions.
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social definition of race was based on phenotype but-
tressed by social status—“money bleaches,” the Bra-
zilians say. Moreover, three different racial categories
were recognized—Black vs. White vs. those who
were mixed, variously referred to as Mulatos (Cuba),
Pardos (Brazil), and Trigueños (Puerto Rico).

The differential migration of the Cuban races up to
this time was quite explainable. Two different social
processes, Aguirre concluded, were at work. At the
outset, the revolution pulled out the power from un-
der the upper classes, that had deliberately excluded
Blacks from their midst. The immigration proceeded
through the chain of extended family and friends,
further selecting Whites. In addition, the migration
policy of the United States and Cuba contributed to
Blacks being excluded as they gave priority to close
relatives of Cubans already in the United States. 

Moreover, Blacks in Cuba did benefit from the revo-
lution. Cuba never had a “separate but equal” system
of legal segregation; and Cuban culture was a “cre-
olization” of White Spanish and Black African cul-
tural traditions. Yet prerevolutionary Cuba excluded
Blacks from the pinnacles of society: yacht and coun-
try clubs, the best vacation resorts and beaches, ho-
tels, private schools reserved for the elite.

One of the first acts of the revolution was to make
these exclusive facilities public, available to all, re-
gardless of color or wealth. In addition, the Cuban
government promoted new opportunities for Blacks
in employment and education. Richard Fagen et al.
(1968, p. 120) noted that the race problem in Cuba
was “a boon to Castro.” The revolutionaries found it
extremely useful for discrediting the old social order.
With the “instant liberation” of Blacks “tens of thou-
sands of disadvantaged Cubans were recruited into
the ranks of revolutionary enthusiasts.”

Indeed, as Table 2 shows, about 91 percent of the
refugees who came over in the first wave, Cuba’s
elite, were White. But the proportion White declined
quite markedly during the second wave. From 14 to
19 percent of those who immigrated from
1965-1979 considered themselves as “other.” The
Marielitos had the lowest proportion White of any
wave, 77 percent, while 16 percent considered them-

selves “other” (most likely Mulattoes) and 6 percent
considered themselves Black. By American standards,
fully 22 percent were non-White.

Given the Cuban revolution’s appeal to race, why
such a large presence in recent years? As early as the
seventies, Geoffrey Fox (1971, p. 21) remarked that
“almost all those emigrating today are among the
poorer classes in Cuba, the very people in whose
name the revolution was made,” Blacks included. To
study “the defections of the sans-culottes,” Fox inter-
viewed a few working- class émigrés in Chicago and
concluded that both for White and Black workers the
salience of race in the revolution created strain—
Whites complained of favoritism, Blacks of token-
ism. Moreover, although discrimination was elimi-
nated, racial prejudice persisted in Cuba, attitudes
which Cuban Blacks might have sensed as real, deny-
ing the changes effected. As Max Weber ([1922]
1946, p. 280) pointed to so long ago, whatever their
origins, ideas, once established, take on a life of their
own and guide action.

Whatever role their race may have played in the deci-
sion to emigrate, Black Cubans find their steps un-
certain in America. As Blacks, they are not fully ac-
cepted by Whites; while among Blacks, they are
Cubans (cf. Dixon 1988).

Poverty

Looking at other indexes of structural assimilation
(cf. Gordon 1964), as one might expect, these racial
differences have consequences in America. The 1990
census puts the proportion of all Cubans in the U. S.
whose incomes are below the officially defined pover-
ty line as 16.5 percent— a figure that compares quite
favorably to that of the total U. S. population. But
when we consider Cubans by their race, we can see
that while only 14 percent of White Cubans fall be-
low the poverty line, 35 percent of Black Cubans and
23 percent of racially mixed Cubans fall below the
poverty line—figures that compare most closely to
the poverty rates among Black Americans and Puerto
Ricans in the United States. Representations of Cu-
bans as a homogeneous group by social and demo-
graphic profiles of the total Cuban-American popula-
tion mask these dramatic differences. Table 3 shows
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the proportion of Cubans who are poor in 1990.
Among Cuba’s elite and their children who immi-
grated during the first wave, it is rather negligible:
around 8 percent. 

By and large, this first wave of Cuban migration
brought enormous social resources with them — re-
sources of social class, race, education, training, val-
ues, and expertise consonant with those of an indus-
trial capitalist society, and the intimate knowledge of
American society many had as its closest neighbors to
the South. These social resources were “translated,”
made valuable in America by the warm welcome they
received when they came to the United States—the
multifaceted Cuban Refugee Program of assistance
(see Pedraza-Bailey 1985). Moreover, at the time of
their arrival in the 1960s and early 1970s, substantial
economic opportunities existed in the U. S., particu-
larly in Miami. Together, all of these opportunities
allowed the development of a Cuban ethnic enclave
in Miami (see Portes and Bach 1985; Rieff 1993;
Portes and Stepick 1993) and a Cuban “success sto-
ry” much loved by the American media. 

By contrast, the poverty rates are much higher in the
other waves of Cuban migration, from around 12
percent of those who immigrated during the air
bridge (1965-1974) to 28 percent of the Marielitos.
These immigrants brought with them far fewer social
resources — of social class, race, education, prior

knowledge of American institutions and culture.
They also arrived when the social context was not
propitious — after the assistance provided by the
Cuban Refugee Program had ended and when the U.
S. was in a serious recession. Among the balseros who
arrived most recently, 1987-1990, the proportion
poor rises to a dramatic 39 percent. It is unlikely that
this is solely due to the recency of their arrival. Time,
of course, will tell.

Gender

That immigration has a decided impact on the labor
force participation of women is a recurrent finding of
immigration research (Pedraza 1991). It is also a cen-
tral issue in studies of Cuban immigrants (Pérez
1988; 1986). In contrast to the extremely low rates of
labor force participation of women in Cuba prior to
the revolution, when most women did not work out-
side the home, Cuban women who immigrated to
the U. S. after the revolution have extremely high
rates of labor force participation. Yolanda Prieto’s
(1987) study of Cuban women in New Jersey, a
more working-class community than Miami, con-
cluded that the major determinant of the massive en-
trance of these women into the labor force was their
social class: these women were middle class either in
their origin or, if working-class, in their aspirations.
Achieving the upward mobility of the Cuban family
in the U. S. made women’s work necessary and broke

Table 3. Number of Cubans in the U.S., by Poverty Status, and by Year of Immigration, 1990

Poverty Status Total

Year of Immigration Above Poverty Line Below Poverty Line Number Percent

1987-90 61.3  38.7 33,838 100 .0

1985-86 79.4  20.6 16,963 100 .0

1982-84 83.8  16.2 23,163 100 .0

1980-81 72.1 27.9 125,313 100 .0

1975-79 71.3  28.7 33,256 100 .0

1970-74 87.7  12.3 109,731 100 .0

1965-69 88.0  12.0 173,288 100 .0

1960-64 91.5 8.5 174,275 100 .0

Total 83.5 16.5 689,825 100 .0

Source: U.S. 1990 Census, Public Use Microdata
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with the traditional Cuban notion that a woman’s
place is in the home, justifying the massive entrance
of women into the labor force. 

Indeed, Cuban women overwhelmingly saw work as
the opportunity to help the family, rather than as an
opportunity for self-actualization. Thus, Myra Max
Ferree (1979) wrote that Cuban women were an ex-
ample of employment without liberation. Cubans
had apparently stretched the traditional view of
women existing for the family to include employ-
ment as part of that role, while implying no necessary
change in values. However, Lisandro Pérez (1988)
argued that generational differences should be taken
into account. The first generation reared in the tradi-
tional culture might well view employment as instru-
mental, but the second generation, more American,
might hold a different set of attitudes. Pérez (1986)
also showed that Cubans’ relatively high family in-
come is partly due to the high proportion of dual-in-
come families, underscoring the central role of wom-
en’s work in the Cuban “success story.”

Occupations and Education
Among Cuban immigrants, educational and occupa-
tional attainment also vary by waves. Data from the
1990 census show that fully 25 percent of Cubans
who immigrated during the first wave had graduated
from college, while only 7 percent of the Marielitos
had the same level of education.

Table 4 shows their occupations. Over a third of the
immigrants who came over in the first wave, both
men and women, work as managers and profession-
als, and another very sizeable proportion work in
white-collar jobs in sales, technical, and administra-
tive support. Among the Marielitos, the most com-
mon occupations were operators, fabricators, and la-
borers. Next come precision, production, craft, and
repair workers for the men (nearly a quarter); and
sales, technical, and administrative support for the
women (over a third). 

The occupational insertion of the immigrants from
the second wave also shows the uniqueness of the
first. Among those who immigrated on the heels of
the revolutionary transformation of Cuba, over a
third of the immigrants today—as well as then—

hold managerial and professional occupations, while
among those who immigrated during the period of
the air bridge, the proportion of professionals and
managers is half that.

POLITICAL REFUGEES OR ECONOMIC 
IMMIGRANTS?

Differences abound, yet the questions the recent ref-
ugees posed were the same that for over thirty years
have framed the debate over the meaning of the Cu-
ban migration. Interpretations of the meaning of the
exodus once again polarized into two positions: at
one pole, the immigrants were said to be a manifesta-
tion of the loss of legitimacy of the Cuban revolu-
tion, discrediting it; at the other pole, the immigrants
were said to be propelled by the scarcity of consumer
goods, merely embarrassing it (see Fernàndez 1982).
Hence, at one pole the immigrants were seen as polit-
ical refugees; at the other, as economic immigrants.
Over a million persons for a third of a century: Are
they political or economic immigrants?

As Figure 1 makes clear, two different axes determine
the definition. First, the motivation of the immi-
grants serves to define them as political or economic
immigrants — a sociological distinction. Since all so-
cieties are simultaneously and inextricably political
and economic, in our perceptions, political and eco-
nomic conditions are entangled. In a society in tran-
sition, political disaffection easily results when gov-
ernment policies to change the basic economic
allocation dislocate people: they lose their economic,
social, and ideological “place.” Even in a stable soci-
ety, lack of economic opportunities easily results in
lack of trust for public leaders. In this sense, Cuba’s
refugees are, and have always been, both political and
economic. But when people grow politically disaf-
fected, when they lose faith and trust in their govern-
ment and its cause, they can no longer be disposed of
as simply economic immigrants. Cuba’s refugees are,
and have always been, fundamentally political.

Second, the governments that regulate their exit and
arrival define immigrants as political or economic
immigrants—a legal distinction (see Pedraza-Bailey
1985). At one end, in the United States, Haitian ref-
ugees have consistently encountered a hostile recep-
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tion: the refusal to grant them amnesty, their inter-
diction at sea, and their deportation back to Haiti
despite the political violence that reigned there. Hai-
tians who were refused asylum can be seen as undoc-
umented refugees. Until now, Cubans had always
been recognized and welcomed as refugees. But dur-

ing this last crisis, for the first time they were defined
as aliens attempting to enter the United States by il-
legal means. With the end of the Cold War and un-
der the resurgence of nativistic attitudes across the
land, Cubans have now become undocumented refu-
gees.

Table 4. Number of Cubans in the U.S., by Occupational Attainment, Year of Immigration, 
and by Sex, 1990

Occupational Attainment Total

Year of 
Immigration

Managerial, 
Professional

Technical, 
Sales, 
Admin. 
Support Services

Precision 
Production, 
Craft, Repair

Operators, 
Fabricators, 

Laborers

Farming, 
Forestry, 
Fisheries Number Percent

Men

1982-90 10.8 16.2 19.2 20.2 29.5 4.1 23,688 100.0

1980-81 8.9 18.7 15.6 23.0 30.2 3.6 57,206 100.0

1965-71 19.3 25.1 11.7 21.2 21.1 1.6 109,119 100.0

1960-64 37.8 27.8 7.3 13.7 12.3 1.1 58,100 100.0

Total 20.4 23.4 12.3 19.8 21.9 2.2 248,113 100.0

Women

1982-90 10.0 32.6 23.8 6.9 26.7 — 19,056 100.0

1980-81 9.6 36.1 25.5 5.3 23.2 0.3 27,413 100.0

1965-79 17.2 42.8 16.5 4.1 19.2 0.2 102,425 100.0

1960-64 33.9 41.6 11.6 3.5 9.2 0.3 57,556 100.0

Total 20.2 40.7 17.0 4.3 17.6 0.2 206,450 100.0

Source: U.S. 1990 Census, Public Use Microdata Sample, 5 percent, unweighted.

Figure 1. Typology of Migration

Psychology and 
Motivation for Migration

Legal and Political Status 
 

Conferred Not Conferred
Economic Legal immigrants

(e.g., Koreans, Indians)
Undocumented labor
(e.g., Mexicans)

Political Legal refugees
(e.g., Salvadorans, Guatemalans)

Undocumented refugees
(e.g., Salvadorans, Guatemalans
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At the other end, in Cuba, over the course of time, all
who left were labeled traitors and counter- revolu-
tionaries, whether they were supporters of the ancien
régime of Batista or, like Hùber Matos, had fought
against Batista in the hills of the Sierra Maestra, side
by side with Fidel Castro for a nationalist and so-
cial-democratic revolution they felt Castro’s espousal
of communism had betrayed (cf. Zolberg et al.
1989). 

A society where the only choice possible is to “love it
or leave it” provides too few choices. A truly demo-
cratic society is defined not only by its party struc-
ture, constitution, delegation of authority, or elector-
al representation, but principally by its capacity to
tolerate and incorporate dissent. The Cuban exodus,
now over a third of a century old, has been driven
not only by the trauma of revolutionary change in
Cuba, and by the economic hardships caused both by
the inefficiencies of the new economic system as well
as by the isolation of the trade embargo, but also by
Cuba’s incapacity to tolerate dissent. The Cuban rev-
olution’s only solution to dissent has been to exter-
nalize it. Cuba has yet to provide political channels
to express and incorporate the other dissenting voic-
es. 

CONCLUSION
Over the time span of the exodus, over a third of a
century, Cubans in the United States have been un-
dergoing a profound attitudinal transition: from ref-
ugees to immigrants to ethnics. The first part of this
transition in attitudes “from refugees to immigrants”
has, under the impact of constant new immigration
and the centrality of Cuba in the lives of the immi-
grants, been slow to take place (cf. Rieff 1993). But
to the degree that Cubans have ceased to look back-
wards (like Lot’s wife) to Cuba as the only source for
the meaning of their existence and identity, to the
degree that they have started to look forward and to
carve their future in this country as Cuban Ameri-

cans, to that degree it has been achieved (cf. Portes
1984).

The second part of this transition in attitudes, “from
immigrants to ethnics” is more inexorable because it
corresponds to the demographic transition presently
underway. Although quite young still, a second gen-
eration born in this country is now in our midst that
was raised under American institutions and socialized
in American schools, the great transmitters of tradi-
tion, culture, and values. Although these young Cu-
bans’ assimilation may have been delayed by their
growing up in the Cuban enclave in Miami, like any
people, they are the soil in which they rooted and
grew. Moreover, they lack the felt sense of a Cuba
they did not know.

In “The Agony of Exile,” Rubén G. Rumbaut (1991)
underscored that the meaning of exile is different
across generations. To the parents’ generation, who
made the decision to leave, exile represents a pro-
found loss and a profound commitment, both. And
it entails a worldview that will be defended. By con-
trast, to their children’s generation, exile is an inher-
ited circumstance. Typically, they are in solidarity
with the family’s predicament, but do not need to
protect their parents’ worldview. Their focus is on
the future in the new society.

In between these two lies the “1.5 generation”—
those who left at the dawn of their adolescence and,
like Robert Park’s (1928) “marginal man,” are forev-
er caught between two worlds, the land of their birth
and the land that tended them. As one of them, it is
my hope that the second generation that has now
rooted in the United States will not be so American
that they will lose touch with their history and cul-
ture, with their Cubanía. But as a sociologist I have
to recognize that such may well be the price to be
paid for shedding the pain of exile.
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