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Constructing identities in a contested setting:
Cuba’s intellectual elite during and after the

Revolution

by Kepa Artaraz

Abstract: This article explores the ways in which oral histories serve a process of constructing
collective identities along the boundaries of what is politically possible. The article emerges from a
study of the role of the intellectual in 1960s Cuba, using oral history interviews with protagonists of
the revolutionary period. The article argues that the exploration of oral history material is a historically
situated phenomenon that — in the case of highly politicised contexts — also needs to take into
account the political limits of expression. Referring to the work of Pierre Bourdieu, the article argues
that a theoretically framed reading of interview material may bring contextual meaning, and provide
ways of understanding how roles and identities change over time.

Keywords: Cuban oral history; intellectual elite; New Left; collective identity; publishing

In studying the role of intellectuals in the Cuban Revo-
lution during the 1960s, limitations in our ability to
understand the past become apparent. One limitation
is the dominance of stereotypical depictions of the early
revolutionary period. Typically, they derive from the
North American right' or from disillusioned Cubans
who have concentrated on the repressive nature of the
regime’s attitude towards intellectual endeavour.?
Another limitation is apparent in accounts of intellec-
tual exchanges between Cuban and western thinkers
or academics during the twentieth century. References
to the ‘fellow traveller’ or ‘revolutionary tourist’
phenomenon have drawn upon the study of western
intellectuals’ pilgrimages to idealised societies such as
the Soviet Union, China or Cuba.® These studies
assume an unproblematic vision of revolutionary Cuba,
often dubbing the Revolution ‘ideology free’ or ‘without
a blueprint’ in the early 1960s, only to argue later that
it had later been betrayed and become Stalinist.* In

many of these readings, Cuban intellectuals are
inevitably seen as the victims of political oppression and
denied any collective agency.

And yet, if there is one truth about intellectuals, it is
that they seek to define the contours of intellectual
activity and their collective identity as a group.® The
notion of the intellectual is said to have originated in
late nineteenth century France with regard to Emile
Zola’s participation as a writer and social commentator
in the public and political debate that became known as
the Dreyfus Affair. Since then, left-wing public intellec-
tuals have sought to define themselves as committed to
notions of progressive and, in their opinion, universally-
held values, while being independent of political insti-
tutions.® In 1960s Cuba, the intellectual class —
understood in these terms — was dominated by writers,
journalists and academics. Accordingly, this article
explores the ways in which individuals defined them-
selves and each other as intellectuals in ways that fitted
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with Cuba’s revolutionary processes of change and gave
them public status and recognition. As a methodological
approach, oral history has been used as a process of
democratising our understanding of important events
and periods of history by giving voice to groups of
people otherwise ignored by mainstream accounts.
Beyond the everyday and oral histories from below, oral
histories of more elite social groups, including intellec-
tuals, have also contributed to our understanding of the
past.” Arguably however, such oral histories may
provide understandings that are as limited as other
kinds of historical record.?

This article explores these issues in relation to
studying the figure and role of intellectuals within the
context of the Cuban Revolution. The use of oral
history approaches with Cuban intellectuals uncovers
a social elite whose members are acutely aware of the
need to define themselves as intellectuals within limits
imposed by political practice. The politically defined
limits to action by Cuba’s intellectuals or intelligentsia
suggest that both time and space have implications for
remembering and for what can be legitimately remem-
bered. A related issue concerns how to reconcile histor-
ical memory with these politically defined spaces for
action and suggests that the art of self-presentation —
particularly important for the intellectual — requires
constant monitoring of the spaces available and the
limits permissible to such endeavour.® By ‘spaces’, I
mean the physical outlets for intellectual expression;
that is to say, the publications available to intellectuals.
In addition, T use the term spaces to suggest that the
content of intellectual expression is also politically
shaped.

The work of Pierre Bourdieu offers a theoretical
framework through which to read oral history material
relevant to this discussion. A distinction is made
between Bourdieu’s use of the terms ‘field” and
‘habitus’, so that they may be applied to this exploration
of Cuban intellectual activity. Bourdieu’s use of what
he refers to as the ‘field of production’ and the ‘field of
reception’ is relevant to these oral accounts too, in that
the process of self-presentation is seen to be ongoing
and not simply fixed in time. Arguably, a theoretically
informed reading of these Cuban interviews provides a
means for understanding the dynamic processes
through which intellectuals seek to shape personal
meaning about their lives and express their collective
identity as a social group.

I am a Spanish academic based in the UK who, in
the 2000s, collected twenty-two oral history interviews
with self-identifying Cuban intellectuals then resident
both in Cuba and in the UK. In the 1960s, these intel-
lectuals had been members of editorial committees and
published in journals that made them representative of
what I have referred to as a progressive Cuban New
Left, because of the antagonism they displayed towards
established Communist Parties and Stalinist practices. ™
All interviews except two took place in Cuba and were
arranged through a process of snowballing and with the
help of gatekeepers. Interviews lasted anything between

Autumn 2017 ORAL HISTORY 51

one and four hours, and although most were one-off
interviews, multiple encounters and interviews were
possible with three of the participants. Interviews
sought to explore the changing spaces for action avail-
able to Cuba’s intellectuals during the 1960s, as well as
the ways in which they have reflected upon their roles
more than three decades later.

What follows provides a historical context of Cuba
in the 1960s, outlining the formation of distinctive intel-
lectual elites around two main journals, Lunes de
Revolucién and Pensamiento Critico. This section is
followed by an exploration of difficulties associated with
analysing interviews conducted in the 2000s about
events and debates that occurred during the 1960s. The
final section returns to consider how Bourdieu’s
conceptual framework may help us make sense of oral
histories collected in highly politicised contexts.

The birth and death of a Cuban New Left

This article stems from a study of the intellectual cross-
fertilisation between the European New Left and the
Cuban Revolution. Both phenomena emerged from the
revolutionary spirit of the 1960s and shared a mistrust
of Marxist orthodoxies represented by the values and
practices dominant in Communist Parties across the
world. The New Left and the Cuban Revolution were
soon attracted to each other, and established a dialogue
and relationship during the 1960s. Part of this attrac-
tion was driven by the special relationship that
developed between the state and the intellectual elite in
Cuba, signalled by the creation of new intellectual
spaces inside the Revolution in the form of publications
such as Lunes de Revolucion or Pensamiento Critico. It
was around these outlets that a new intellectual Cuban
class was promoted and exchanges with their peers in
Western Europe took place. On occasions, the editorial
teams from these publications would be instrumental
in the organisation of events — such as the 1969
Cultural Congress — or personal visits by western intel-
lectuals such as Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul
Sartre. They were also instrumental in bringing to
Cuba representatives of the emerging European New
Left, including Stuart Hall, Robin Blackburn, Bernard
Kouchner, Régis Debray and Jeannette Habel." Writ-
ing about that period in 2000, the first editor of
Pensamiento Critico, Jests Diaz, recalled:

Very soon we established correspondence and
exchanges with our counterparts, the New Left jour-
nals of other latitudes: Cuadernos de Ruedo Ibérico, in
the Spanish diaspora; Pasado y Presente, in Buenos
Aires; Quaderni Rossi and Cuaderni Piacentini, in
Italy; Partisans, in Paris; New Left Review, in London,
and Monthly Review, in the United States, among
others. Friends like Perry Anderson, Robin Black-
burn, Javier Pradera, Frangois Maspero, Paul M
Sweezy, KS Karol, Fernando Enrique Cardoso,
Laura Gonzales, Rossana Rossanda, Saverio Tutino
and many others considered us their interlocutors.
They all came to our office when they visited Cuba.™
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There was a strong affinity between Pensamiento Critico and the US New Left. Photo: Kepa Artaraz, University of Brighton.

These publications take us through a journey of
early attraction between Cuban and European intellec-
tuals and an interest in common ideas. They also
provide a clear insight into the changing nature of the
positions, roles and dilemmas of the intellectual in the
Cuban Revolution in the context of changing political
spaces for intellectual action. One such publication that
is symptomatic of the genuine intellectual excitement
with which the new revolutionary government was
received in Cuba was the cultural supplement of the 26
July Movement’s (MR26)™ newspaper, Lunes de
Revolucion. There, a generation of Cuban intellectuals
who had opted for exile in the 1950s returned to Cuba
to fulfil a new role of political and intellectual engage-
ment. From this publication, they were able to explore
contemporary intellectual trends as well as develop an
anti-imperialist stance that shared political positions
with the progressive French New Left press of the
time." These publications on both sides of the Atlantic
were keen to explore and support decolonisation
processes around the world which, like the Algerian
War, became key to the formative process of the French
New Left.”

In spite of bringing together a new intellectual class
in support of the revolutionary process, Lunes de
Revolucion (hereafter Lunes) soon closed its doors.
The publication was the victim of a power struggle
taking place inside the leadership between members
of MR26 and the Popular Socialist Party (PSP),
Cuba’s pre-revolutionary Communist Party. The latter
was Stalinist in outlook and wanted intellectual activ-
ity to operate in a more institutionalised manner.'
This divide was succinctly outlined by Antén Arrufat,
who writes:

The PSP people wanted to control culture, especially
Edith Garcia Buchaca, as they considered themselves
the most capable of running culture in a socialist
country. Edith was the instigator of the closure of
Lunes, taking culture in her hands, and dictating how
to write and what to write, how to paint and what to
paint... and that is where the problems started.”

The creation of the National Union of Cuban
Writers and Artists (UNEAC) in 1961 represented a
new form of collaboration between the state and the
intellectual through an official institutional form that
resembled East European practice. Thus, during the
celebration of the first National Congress of Culture
that year, a speech by Fidel Castro entitled ‘Words to
Intellectuals’ appealed for their co-operation inside the
Revolution, although it left the decision as to who was
positioned ‘in” or ‘against’ the revolution firmly in polit-
ical hands."™ These events signalled that the space for
action available to Cuban intellectuals would change
throughout the decade in accordance with political
priorities and would lead to drastic changes in policy.

The closure of Lunes represented a transformation
in relations between Cuba’s intellectual elite and the
island’s political leaders. The initial enthusiastic
welcome received by intellectuals was now dependent
on their willingness to operate within politically deter-
mined limits. This change mirrored the wider political
radicalisation of the Revolution following the deterio-
ration of relations between Cuba and the US after the
imposition of the economic embargo, the attempted
Bay of Pigs Invasion and the Missile Crisis of 1962.
Slowly, the New Left Cuban intellectual became
steeped in Marxist traditions and in academic perspec-
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Cover of Pensamiento Critico (February 1969) showing fragments of anti-police posters produced by the French student
movement. Photo: Kepa Artaraz, University of Brighton.

tives that favoured philosophy and history rather than
literature or journalism. The key institutional setting of
this new generation of intellectuals called on to think
the Revolution was the University of Havana. For
American sociologist C Wright Mills, writing on the
Cuban Revolution:

Here were a few middle-class students and intellec-
tuals in contact with the tragedy of Cuban poverty
and corruption, responding to it in a very revolution-
ary way [...] we are, a new left in the world. A left that
has never suffered from all that Stalinism has meant
to the old left."”

As Arnaldo Silva, former director of the Schools of
Revolutionary Instruction argued, the Revolution chose
the next generation of intellectuals from amongst the
brightest and most able students of the university.?
They constituted a small, educated elite picked from the
University of Havana’s student body on the basis of
what Armando Chévez, a former member of the origi-
nal Department of Philosophy referred to as their ‘revo-
lutionary disposition and academic ability.’* Their role
as part of the intellectual vanguard would be to extend
the teaching of revolutionary ideology, including the
study of Marxism and Cuban history at Cuban higher
education institutions. From this institutional platform,
they were given free rein over curriculum design. It is
instructive to note that, as soon as possible, this group
dropped the training they had received in the Soviet,
dialectical materialist (DIAMAT) interpretation of
Marxism that intellectuals like Chavez considered akin
to ‘religious doctrine.” Instead, their new courses on
Marxist thought included the study of Marxism in its

historical context, including contemporary Western
Marxist thinkers, and what were then known as Third
World works on development/underdevelopment by
Gunder Frank or Frantz Fanon.? This intellectual
pursuit sought the production of a Marxist interpreta-
tion of the Cuban Revolution, and with it, a better
understanding of the legitimate role that intellectuals
could play in that process.? For Eduardo Torres
Cuevas, former director of the prestigious Fernando
Ortiz Research Centre:

We had just completed a Revolution and we were
looking for a theoretical understanding of it. Here
Althusser’s concept of ‘theoretical practice’ was very
useful because it suggested that praxis leads to the
questioning and eventual rewriting of theory. In real-
ity, we were looking for the theoretical foundations
of the Revolution. Of course, there were those in the
Cuban Revolution who had it all resolved and
answered in their Soviet manuals.?

At the university, members of this Cuban New Left
launched the journal Pensamiento Critico. Incorporating
thematic interests similar to those of New Left Review
in the UK or Monthly Review Press in the US, the
journal and its editorial team enjoyed hegemonic status
in Cuba between 1967 and 1971. For Juan Valdés Paz,
a young student at the time, Pensamiento Critico’s New
Left outlook was cemented by the creation of the Latin
American Solidarity Organisation (OLAS) in 1967 as
well as the Cultural Congress and the first conference
of the Continental Organisation of Latin American
Students (OCLAE) in 1968.%

The change in the country’s political mood that
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Translated Soviet texts were initially used to teach dialectic
materialism in Cuban universities. Photo: Kepa Artaraz,
University of Brighton.

would eventually lead to the marginalisation of the
Pensamiento Critico group and to the breakup of rela-
tions with Western intellectuals began in 1968. The
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia that year was widely
criticised in European intellectual circles, but received
the support of Cuba’s government.* It would become
a presage of the narrowing of spaces for intellectual
practice. A key moment in this process came with the
Padilla Affair, the case of a young poet who was
arrested and publicly forced to retract his alleged anti-
revolutionary views. In the event, the formal breakup
of relations took place during the 1971 Cultural
Congress when the official declaration referred to
Western intellectuals as ‘a mafia of pseudo-leftist bour-
geois intellectuals.”” These events had clear conse-
quences for the availability of spaces for critical
thinking inside the Revolution and signalled the begin-
ning of a new period that has been described by Aurelio
Alonso, a former member of the editorial team in
Pensamiento Critico, in an article written some twenty
years later:

With the entry of Cuba in the East European Eco-
nomic Bloc in 1972 began what Cuban intellectuals
refer to as the Quinquenio gris [the 1971-1976 grey
years, a period of severe censorship and repression,
also known as the Stalinist years] and the effective
cancellation of every space for polemical debate in
the terrain of ideas.”

Conducting oral history with intellectuals in
the Cuban context

The preceding historical outline provides a background
to the political processes against which to set the
changing debates on the Cuban intellectual’s role
within the Revolution. The journals introduced above
— Lunes and Pensamiento Critico — represent the insti-
tutional backbone of successive intellectual generations
in the Cuban Revolution who were able, for a time, to
reconcile their commitment to the revolutionary
process with their identity. They left a body of knowl-
edge and production in these 1960s institutional
milestones that represents a primary historical source
of data which tells us much about how intellectuals
were redefined during this period.” In addition,
twenty-two oral history interviews gathered in the
2000s sought to explore the dominant debates about
the role of the intellectual that permeated their own
activity in the 1960s. What follows is an exploration of
how oral histories may inform the ways in which collec-
tive identities are constructed and renegotiated along
the boundaries of what is politically possible.*

A wide literature has acknowledged the importance
of the intellectual in the maintenance of narratives about
Cuba’s revolutionary process.” However, collecting oral
histories with Cuban intellectuals about their role in the
revolution — aligned with the political power, but aware
of the need to define themselves within the limits
imposed by politics — brought about two interconnected
issues during my study. One refers to the politically
defined limits to action by members of this Cuban elite.
The second is a methodological issue that attempts to
reconcile historical memory with these politically
defined spaces for action.

‘When’, ‘where’ and ‘who’ predefine and
shape the subject matter

The early days of the Cuban Revolution inspire a strong
sense of ‘myth-making’ that is critical to the legitimacy
of the status quo.® This means that what can legiti-
mately be explored and discussed about intellectuals
evolves and changes in different periods of Cuban revo-
lutionary history. Similarly, what can be discussed from
inside or outside Cuba are different things, as is the
nature of the debate that is considered legitimate by
different actors.

In relation to ‘when’, the evolution of debates
regarding the role of the intellectual shows changes in
the scope for presenting what are regarded as legitimate
positions. For example, Cuba’s 1960s challenge to
Soviet orthodoxy included representations of the intel-
lectual popular in Western Europe that were severely
restrained during the years of greater Soviet influence
on the island in the 1970s. Similarly, the collapse of the
Soviet Union in the 1990s and its subsequent loss of
influence in Cuba led to fresh intellectual search for
original ways in which the story of the revolutionary
process could adapt to the island’s rapidly changing
geopolitical context.*® Throughout the Revolution,
Cuba’s leadership has exercised different degrees of



The Philosophy Department at the University of Havana
produced an alternative collection of readings in Marxism
that challenged Soviet orthodoxy. Photo: Kepa Artaraz,
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pressure on intellectuals, either encouraging them to be
bold about exploring the revolutionary process or, alter-
natively, to stop all unwelcome activity. Both the late
1960s and the 1990s represented an intellectual spring.
However, both periods ended in what Cuban academics
and intellectuals refer to as ‘slap downs’ by the leader-
ship, represented by the closure of Pensamiento Critico
in 1971 and by the CEA (Centre for American Studies)
Affair in 1996 that also saw the sudden closure of this
think-tank.*

At the time of interviewing for this study, the closure
of the CEA was recent and had affected a number of
intellectuals who had shared the aims and aspirations
of the Pensamiento Critico generation. Indeed, Aurelio
Alonso, a former member of the editorial team at
Pensamiento Critico, recalled that he had to suffer the
same fate twice more than two decades apart, seeing
institutions closed and their working groups
disbanded.® The effect of the institutional and academic
department closures might have been officially
explained in terms of administrative imperatives,
although the wider intellectual community was clear
about the political reasons for these actions. In terms
of what this meant for the collection of oral histories
about the role of intellectuals in the 1960s, these events
had a chilling effect best exemplified by the requirement
to have access to a gatekeeper to introduce researchers,
seek permission to conduct oral histories, and establish
the credentials of the researcher in question before trust
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could be established. So clearly “‘when’ is critical to the
collection of oral histories in Cuba.

From my experience, not all Cuban intellectuals at
that time agreed with the idea that the CEA Affair repre-
sented a climate of censorship that brought to an end
the ‘intellectual spring’ of the early 1990s.* In an inter-
view published shortly after the CEA closure, Juan
Antonio Blanco made a distinction between dissent
within the system and anti-systemic dissenters and used
his personal experience as a member of the Pensamiento
Critico generation to explain how his own internal
dissent in Cuba was dealt with at the time:

In the late 1960s I was teaching in the department of
philosophy at the university. The department was a
centre for all kinds of creative thinking about social-
ism, and we published a magazine called Pensamiento
Critico [...] This experiment lasted until the end of
the decade, when the Russification of the Cuban
model began [...] All of a sudden the direction of the
department changed, a new curriculum was
imposed, and Pensamiento Critico was shut down.”

Did anything else happen to you?

No, I did not end up in prison or anything like that,
and [ was able to get a job elsewhere, but during that
time there was little room for public debate on issues
like this. Amazingly enough there is more room for
debate today.

Beyond ‘when’ oral histories are conducted, ‘where’
the issue of intellectuals is discussed (inside or outside
Cuba) and ‘who’ conducts them are clearly connected.
The history of the Cuban Revolution is full of notable
cases of intellectuals who have at various points sought
exile and a new life outside the island, including Carlos
Franqui, Guillermo Cabrera Infante, Heberto Padilla
and even Jesis Diaz, the first editor of Pensamiento
Critico. Writing from exile, accounts about the spaces
available for intellectual activity in Cuba become
diatribes on the incompatibility between the Revolution
and freedom of speech that present a simple worldview
of binary divisions (inside Cuba bad, outside Cuba
good). Debates from within the island constitute a
mirror image. Depicted as ‘anti-systemic’ forms of
dissent, the contribution of exiled Cuban intellectuals
to key debates is completely ignored inside the island.
So ‘where’ clearly is key to the debate.

Not all outsiders, however, are dismissed out of
hand. “Who’ explores the role of the intellectual is of
extreme importance to the position that can be
presented. At a personal level, being defined as a trust-
worthy academic researcher — but crucially, an outsider
—seemed to present definitive advantages at the time of
this study. Access to research subjects was possible
thanks to Cuban intellectuals willing to trust me and
provide introductions to other participants. However,
what conducting oral histories with representatives of
the Cuban 1960s New Left had not prepared me for
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were the repeated expressions of personal thanks by
participants. These were thanks for taking an interest
in an issue that defined their lives and for tackling a
period of history that I was deemed to be better posi-
tioned to explore as an outsider. The significance of this
vote of confidence on a foreign researcher cannot be
underestimated when considering the political repri-
mand, leading to the closure of the CEA, suffered by
Cuban intellectuals shortly before my fieldwork began.
This closure also had a chilling effect on the possibilities
for discussion of a controversial period of recent history
(the 1960s) and the role of a group of intellectuals who
had similarly been deemed to have overstepped the
mark.

In discussions of oral history in highly politicised
research settings, it has been argued that participants
often perceive foreign researchers as able to confer
legitimacy to the study of their lives.*® In the case of
intellectuals as participants, it could be argued that the
vote of thanks I received from them belied the impor-
tance they attributed to what Bourdieu would call the
field of production.® That is to say, these intellectuals
understood the way in which a foreign researcher could
better echo a topic regarded as politically sensitive in
Cuba. After all, intellectuals are very interested in
reflecting on narratives designed to present and define
a collective identity. It is to this art of collective self-
presentation that attention now turns.

The art of collective self-presentation

The oral histories gathered for this study sought to
establish how the concept of the Cuban intellectual had
changed during the 1960s. Protagonists of events

described earlier were asked about decisive actions
during the decade, their own role and the evolving
debates about the role of intellectuals through that
period. The trajectory of these debates can be
summarised in two halves.

Early on, members of Cuba’s intellectual elite
claimed their status on the basis of a commitment to
the rapidly radicalising political process. Novelist
Guillermo Cabrera Infante and members of the editorial
team at Lunes represented this position. They saw
themselves as the young intellectual ambassadors of a
revolution that demanded ‘a new closeness to the polit-
ical, social and economic aspects of society’.* Implicit
in this statement was a critique of an older generation
of bourgeois intellectuals such as Cintio Vitier, Virgilio
Pinera and José Lezama Lima, whose literary and artis-
tic practice seemed detached from these realities. Iron-
ically, it would be Cabrera Infante and others claiming
this space within the Revolution, such as Carlos
Franqui, who would eventually leave the island and
become the exiled voice of Cuban intellectuals, a point
not missed by those left behind. Rolando Rodriguez, an
early director of the Department of Philosophy at the
University of Havana, recalled:

In 1961 we had the debate about being an intellectual
in Lunes de Revolucion. The group of Cabrera Infante
wanted to squash the catholic group of Cintio Vitier
and others. In the end, ‘Guillermito’ and his friends
all left the country.*

The key point to make is that, once in exile, intellec-
tuals like Cabrera Infante have wanted to create an



image of authoritarian censorship in the island that
affects all intellectuals alike.” This is a position that does
not sustain itself by events — notwithstanding the levels
of ostracism they suffered in the 1970s, Vitier, Lezama
Lima and Pinera all stayed on the island — and consti-
tutes an attempt at collective self-presentation. The
Revolution, of course, engaged in a similar process of
presentation and image management: its rhetoric
referred to Vitier and others who stayed in Cuba as
intelectuales honrados (honest intellectuals).®

The second half of the 1960s dominated by the
Pensamiento Critico group saw a transition to creating
a new intellectual figure that described itself entirely in
Marxist language. Having left behind the categories of
traditional, bourgeois or disengaged but honest intel-
lectuals, the Pensamiento Critico group sought to recon-
cile intellectual work and revolutionary commitment. It
did so by resorting to the Althusserian-Leninist descrip-
tion of the intellectual as part of the vanguard whose
role in the party is to produce the correct theory of the
Revolution.* Referring to the Althusserian relationship
between theory and practice, Fernando Martinez and
others sought to claim their status as intellectuals by
suggesting that thinking the Revolution was itself a
practice: ‘linking theory to practice is only possible if
theory has practical objectives and if at the same time
making theory is recognised as a practice in its own
right.”®

Not everybody appropriated the Leninist model of
the intellectual in the same guise. Indeed, Lisandro
Otero and Jorge Serguera, writing in 1968 for Revolu-
cién y Cultura, suggested that the complete fusion of
theory and practice (intellectual work and guerrilla
activity) in the figures of Che Guevara and French intel-
lectual Régis Debray® better represented the ideal intel-
lectual figure.”” This understanding of the intellectual
openly criticised the model represented by the
Pensamiento Critico group and by many members of
Revolucion y Cultura who promptly resigned from the
editorial team. However, this view of the revolutionary
intellectual was reinforced by the Cultural Congress of
1968.% It led to a cult of guerrilla action, marginalising
anyone claiming to have a legitimate role as an intellec-
tual but unwilling to spread the revolution through
armed means.”

Yet, on exploring these issues, there is a real disso-
nance between the written evidence from the 1960s and
the positions identified during the 2000s via oral history
interviews. Reflecting on the 1960s, we are told by
Jorge Serguera, a former editor of Revolucion y Cultura
(1967-1971): ‘Debray? I personally never really liked
him. He came to Cuba pretending to be able to tell us
how to carry out a revolution. What does he know
about revolution?’® This is in spite of the fact that, as
outlined above, Revolucion y Cultura (edited by
Serguera) regarded Debray as a hero and representa-
tive, along with Guevara, of the ideal living example of
a revolutionary intellectual.

Not every inconsistency can be explained by the
limits of historical memory. When oral history openly
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contradicts the written articles of the 1960s, we need
to explore alternative explanations. Debray’s subse-
quent distancing from Cuba — as was the case with
Cabrera Infante or Franqui — has to remain a crucial
reason for current attempts to besmirch his character
or contribution to the history of the revolutionary
process. As Rolando Rodriguez observed:

Debray probably had the most lucid vision of the role
of the guerrilla war. Later on, he decided to turn to
the right and distance himself from the revolution
which is a real shame.

The inconsistencies highlighted between intellectual
written output in the 1960s and oral histories in the
2000s raise an important methodological question. If
the oral history interview is undermined by situated
codes of meaning, how can we read the data collected
by means of those oral histories? If recently collected
oral histories present views of the 1960s that are both
personal and edited to suit the limits of possibility at the
time of speaking, how can we reliably understand the
processes at play? These questions raise issues about
reliability, the limits of memory and the role of oral
history in the creation of collective identities.®* These
questions are particularly important when making use
of oral histories in highly politicised environments such
as Cuba. The next section suggests ways in which Bour-
dieu can support our exploration of some of these
methodological issues in oral history.

When actors are the authors: intellectuals
and their historical memory

Bourdieu’s theoretical, conceptual and methodological
contributions constitute a useful set of tools to explore
the intellectual’s role in different contexts.* They can
also help alleviate some of the difficulties in making
sense of oral history material outlined above. Bour-
dieu’s notion of a ‘field” as a system of objective
relations of power and struggle for position is one such
key concept. Together with the habitus, or ‘the basic
stock of knowledge that people carry out as a result of
living in particular cultures or subcultures’,* Bourdieu’s
terms identify how, as positions within the intellectual
field change, so do the dispositions of the protagonists;
the habitus thus becomes a form of mediation between
the objective conditions and the realm of practice.
Moreover, the habitus is constantly created through the
conjunction of objective structures and the individual’s
personal history.*

For Bourdieu, habitus links to the concept of capital,
in that the habitus characteristic of the dominant layers
(or elite groups) within society (for example, intellec-
tuals) tends to multiply the value of their various forms
of capital and eventually become a type of capital in
their own right (known as symbolic capital).* This is
particularly relevant to intellectuals who do not neces-
sarily possess economic capital, but who are invested
with the authority and legitimacy necessary to produce
overall judgements on the state of affairs of society.
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Bourdieu further argues that this power extends to how
intellectuals are able to present themselves to society.

With regards to the circulation of ideas — in this case,
debates about the role of the intellectual — Bourdieu’s
contribution lies in arguing for the inclusion of an under-
standing of the field of production with the ‘travelling
texts” which ‘are often reinterpreted in accordance with
the structure of the field of reception’.” This statement is
particularly significant in the present context as it may help
us understand the ways in which recent oral histories are
used by intellectuals to redefine accounts of past events.
Furthermore, we may understand the dynamics of being
part of Cuba’s intellectual elite during the revolutionary
period in ways that fit with Bourdieu’s field of reception
and the time when oral histories were being collected.
Intellectual status also exercises symbolic power, so that
intellectual elites may play a role in the shaping of domi-
nant discourses about their own position, role and signif-
icance in society. This is of particular importance in the
Cuban context, where spaces for intellectual practice have
periodically been subject to political pressures. A theoret-
ically informed reading of oral history material offers a
context for meanings that change over time.

Conclusion

The subordination of intellectual freedom to political
power is not unique to communist regimes. What is
unique is the difficulty to make nuanced assessments
beyond the easy binary categorisations contained in the
terms ‘oppression/freedom’. In this study of an intellec-
tual elite through oral histories, similar traps apply
because intellectuals in the Cuban tradition have a
particular interest in the process of collective self-presen-
tation as a distinctive group with varying, but relatively
high, levels of power to express themselves. In the Cuban
intellectual field, however, they always have to take into
consideration the amount of space that the political lead-
ership makes available to them. Thus, any search for
understanding of the role of Cuba’s intellectual elite
during the 1960s requires that we are aware of the ways
in which collective self-presentation is always made in
relation to what Bourdieu would refer to as the field of
reception. From this theoretically framed analysis of oral
history interpretation within Cuba, it is clear that differ-
ent processes shape the extent to which intellectual elites
of thinkers, academics and writers may constitute reli-
able witnesses to history.
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