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INTRODUCTION 

 
       Much has been written about the globalization of feminist networks and its impact on the 
local condition of women. [FN1] Transborder feminist organizing has transformed local, na-
tional, regional, and international discourses and practices. [FN2] Global feminist initiatives have 
fostered the development of international legal standards that take into consideration the needs 
and circumstances of women and have contributed to the gender mainstreaming of human rights 
norms. [FN3] At the same time, the feminist enterprise has also served to promote a neoliberal 
agenda that has focused on individual empowerment and self-esteem issues and thus raised ques-
tions about who is defining the agendas and strategies for women's struggles for rights. [FN4] 
 
        *222 An exploration of Cuban feminism in this context sets in relief the different ways that 
globalization impacts women, and, at the same time, underscores the ways that women share 
similar opportunities to make beneficial use of global networks. This article addresses the ways 
that Cuban feminism is decisively shaped by its national history as well as by the experience of 
colonization and neoliberal globalization, both essential mainstays for unequal global-political 
economies. Part I reviews the ways that feminism in Cuba has been influenced by the nineteenth-
century wars for independence from Spain and women's participation in the revolutionary proc-
esses after 1959. [FN5] Both experiences served to advance the cause of gender equality. 
 
       Globalization is not a neutral phenomenon but rather reflects a hegemonic political-
economic project based on private-market power and the dominance of free-market ideologies on 
the one hand, and an exchange of ideas, social movement support, and solidarity, on the other. 
Part II explores these contradictions in the context of the development of Cuban feminism since 
the revolution. It demonstrates the ways that feminist theory has developed within and adapted to 
international mechanisms and transnational networks, and reveals how Cuban women have ex-
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perienced the contradictory “message” of globalization in efforts to advance gender equality. 
Since the early 1960s, the U.S. government has maintained a policy of political isolation and 
economic sanctions as a cost-effective way to undermine the Cuban government. [FN6] These 
circumstances have had adverse effects on the development of Cuban feminist critiques and pro-
jects. However, it is also true that globalization as transacted through international and transna-
tional feminist projects has provided Cuban women with opportunities to create new norms and 
expand available spaces for national debate and action. This is particularly the case in the realm 
of gender-based violence. Cuban feminists successfully relied on an international discourse to 
reframe what had been a stalled debate about women's equality and gender-based violence as a 
global issue, which Cuba was obligated to address. 
 
       Part III examines the gendered impact of globalization, largely in the realm of political-
economic developments. The repercussions of the policies of economic liberalization in the late 
twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the U.S. *223 
global financial crisis have further contributed to household and workplace burdens, borne dis-
proportionately by women. Part III.A examines this phenomenon and addresses the decline in the 
well-being of all Cubans, and women in particular, as a consequence of neoliberalism. Part III.B 
then considers migration strategies that have developed as a result of punitive U.S. policies and 
economic downturns that also have had gendered repercussions. Finally, Part III.C analyzes the 
gendered impact of the current cycle of Cuban economic reforms characterized by severe cuts to 
public sector employment that will drive increasing numbers of Cubans into self-employment 
(proprio cuentismo). Given that global self-employment data suggest that women fare poorly 
compared to men in self-employment endeavors, Cuban feminists must once again determine 
how to avoid a reversal of gains. 
 
       Cuban feminism continues to adapt in a globalized world and to choose those strategies that 
will advance the interests of both women and the nation. As Cuba's economy moves between 
socialism based on principles of social justice and recently introduced market mechanisms, 
[FN7] Cuban women, shaped by their history and their national character, continue their efforts 
to advance toward full gender equality. 
 

I. HISTORY AND REVOLUTION 
 
       Cuban feminism has its roots in the protracted nineteenth-century struggle for nationhood. 
Women's participation in the wars for independence from Spain helped to shape cultural norms 
around gender and equality. [FN8] Feminist thought developed during this period and can be un-
derstood not merely as a historical experience but rather as an ongoing phenomenon throughout 
the twentieth century. It is from these historical experiences that Cuban women emerged as im-
portant participants during the 1959 revolution and contributed in various ways to its defense and 
development. This Part begins by considering the ways that these developments have furthered 
gender equality in Cuba. 
 
*224 A. Feminism, History, and Transnationalism 
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       Substantive progress toward gender equality has been among the most important accom-
plishments of the Cuban Revolution, an achievement obtained as a struggle for independence and 
a historical process of decolonization and anti-imperialism. Although greater attention has been 
paid to the issue of gender equity in Cuba as a function of events following 1959, the achieve-
ments that Cuban women gained in the twentieth century are inextricably related to their remark-
able national history. A great deal has been written about Cuban identity (conciencia and cubani-
dad) derived from a particular ethos of moralism based on an ethic of honor, dignity, and deco-
rum that seized hold of the Cuban imagination and inspired men and women alike. [FN9] The 
call to create a “moral republic” emphasized social justice and redemption for the benefit of all 
Cubans. [FN10] The protracted Cuban wars for independence waged in pursuit of these ideals 
prominently included women who were widely recognized for their heroism and combativeness. 
[FN11] Legendary women fighters, known as mambisas, who were fundamental to the inde-
pendence movements, used their celebrated status to argue for women's rights. [FN12] Women's 
resistance to colonialism resulted in new family and legal arrangements in which both women 
and men were permitted to own and control property. [FN13] Women's revolutionary clubs 
formed and constituted an important part of the struggle for independence. [FN14] To put it an-
other way, women's engagement in the *225 process of national liberation served as a means to 
achieve personal liberation. [FN15] National independence implied women's liberation. [FN16] 
 
       Early gains for women in the nineteenth century reflected not only national-domestic initia-
tives in the struggle for independence but transnational influences as well. Geographic proximity 
and enduring cultural ties between the United States and Cuba created the circumstances by 
which the U.S. women's movement, particularly the suffrage struggle, contributed to the devel-
opment of Cuban feminism throughout the early twentieth century. [FN17] Many Cuban women 
who left the island settled in the United States and continued to play prominent roles in support 
of Cuba Libre. [FN18] They were influenced by the relative degree of personal freedom Ameri-
can women enjoyed in public life. [FN19] Cuban women, however, sought to adapt U.S. feminist 
ideological concerns that emphasized the importance of women in society to their own national 
circumstances, which often took the form of “mother nationalists” dedicated to Cuba's independ-
ence. [FN20] Indeed, their efforts to achieve equality for women and the development of Cuban 
feminism have been shaped by historically determined ethical paradigms that were uniquely Cu-
ban. 
 
B. Cuban Feminism and Revolution 
 
       The proposition of gender equality in Cuba was firmly embedded in the history of the na-
tion, and thus, twentieth-century feminists were well-situated to continue the struggle for 
women's rights. The gains women achieved as a consequence of the Cuban Revolution of 1959 
constitute some of the most significant advances for women achieved anywhere in the world. 
[FN21] New possibilities provided vast numbers of women with an exalted sense of purpose and 
significantly altered the gender determinants of daily life, especially during the early years. 
[FN22] Women expanded their presence and participation in *226 all realms of public life. 
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[FN23] They were immediately recruited to join literacy and health campaigns, and gained im-
proved access to employment and legal rights. [FN24] Shortly after the early years of the revolu-
tion, Cuba initiated a National Development Strategy committed to the eradication of all forms 
of discrimination, with a particular focus on women's issues. [FN25] 
 
       In 1960, the Cuban government established the Federation of Cuban Women (Federación de 
Mujeres Cubanas) (FMC), one of the four principal mass-based organizations to encourage 
popular participation in nation-building efforts while consolidating political consensus. [FN26] 
The FMC, with access to political resources and media mechanisms, supported the integration of 
women into all aspects of the revolution but especially encouraged women to participate in wage 
labor outside the home. [FN27] As a result of the FMC's organizational drive, women of all ages 
contributed to Cuba's literacy campaign and expanded their engagement in all realms of volun-
tary labor. [FN28] The FMC helped to institutionalize quality day care services and established 
state-run laundries, cafeterias, and take-out restaurants as part of an effort to socialize domestic 
work. [FN29] The organization initiated a mass sex education program throughout the island. 
[FN30] Women were also active with other mass organizations, often assuming leadership roles. 
[FN31] 
 
        *227 Progress toward gender equality was registered on many fronts. State-run television 
endeavored to reflect new sensibilities about socially constructed gender roles in the home. 
[FN32] School texts and other educational materials were revised to depict women as fully capa-
ble persons integrated into all levels of society. [FN33] The FMC has been and remains a highly 
impressive organization; over 85% of women over the age of fourteen are members. [FN34] 
 
       Many of the changes that reflect the improved status of women have been in the realm of 
jurisprudence. All through the early years of the revolution, gender-related legal reform was the 
subject of public discussion and debate. [FN35] The 1975 Cuban Family Code provided for an 
equal division of housework and child care between husbands and wives. [FN36] In 1976, con-
stitutional reforms addressed the burdens of the double shift on women; set forth standards for 
marriage as an equal partnership; and proclaimed equal political, economic, and social rights be-
tween husbands and wives, and men and women. [FN37] As a function of the need for women to 
participate in *228 labor outside the home, laws extended new rights and protections to women. 
[FN38] 
 
       Although some of these measures were aspirational and without specific legal enforcement 
mechanisms, they shaped the discourses of gender norms and equality. [FN39] Cuban women 
have not achieved full equality to be sure, and legal norms often function more as expedient 
propaganda than actual practice. [FN40] But that the revolution registered notable achievements 
toward gender equality cannot be gainsaid. The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Violence Against 
Women along with Cuban scholars have described Cuban women's progress in health (particu-
larly reproductive health), education, and employment as “enviable.” [FN41] Women have made 
gains in traditionally male-dominated professions, most notably as physicians and engineers. 
[FN42] Cuban women are statistically better off than most of their Latin American counterparts. 
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[FN43] Moreover, the status of women in Cuba compares favorably with women in industrial-
ized, capitalist countries. [FN44] Whether these gains can be sustained, given the current eco-
nomic crisis, is of concern to many Cubans throughout the island. [FN45] 
 

*229 II. GLOBALIZATION AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF CUBAN FEMINIST 
RESPONSE TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

 
       Feminist concerns impact localities differently. Following the revolution, efforts to obtain 
gender equality were initially based on the premise that “the precondition for women's equality 
was the destruction of private property as the basis for state and family.” [FN46] Indeed, as noted 
in Part I, the achievements for women's economic, social, and legal rights as a consequence of 
Cuba's revolutionary political-economic project have been dramatic. As efforts to develop a so-
cialist economy unfolded, opportunities for women expanded in education, in the professions, 
and to a lesser degree, within households. [FN47] Increased participation in all dimensions of 
defending and building the nation (patria) notwithstanding, full equality remained elusive. And 
over time, as with the development of most social movements, the terms and nature of the cam-
paign for equality changed. 
 
A. State Feminism and Autonomous Organizing [FN48] 
 
       Scholars outside of Cuba have observed that the FMC paid less attention to the development 
of an autonomous feminist movement than to the nurture and protection of the revolution. 
[FN49] As part of this critique, they have pointed to the inability of the state to challenge gen-
dered hierarchies within the household. [FN50] Others have expressed concerns that the unin-
tended consequences of the material gains achieved by and for women resulted in the under-
development of a “collective feminist consciousness” and a “triumphalist discourse” that inhib-
ited a true feminist movement. [FN51] 
 
        *230 Some Cuban women did create a short-lived feminist organization formed outside of 
state-sanctioned entities. The organization known as Magín, however, was short-lived for a 
number of reasons, including the professional character of the organization's transnational net-
works, its failure to obtain mass support, and the state's resistance to its continued development. 
[FN52] Critics have decried the “deactivation” of Magín as a reflection of the political domi-
nance of the FMC, which sought to deny space to an autonomous women's movement. [FN53] 
While many of these critiques may be valid, Sujatha Fernandes has correctly argued that in the 
context of Cuba, “we need to go beyond the dichotomous classifications of ‘state feminism’ and 
‘autonomous organizing’ as defined by theorists working mainly in liberal democratic contexts.” 
[FN54] 
 
       In fact, Cuban feminists, including the leadership of the FMC, turned their attention to de-
veloping a gender analysis in addition to a materialist framework as a means to improve women's 
circumstances. [FN55] Much of the effort to develop a feminist discourse and program, and to 
gain full equality for women was simultaneously made possible and constrained by forces of 
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globalization. Cuba's response to the issue of domestic violence sets these complicated, and 
sometimes contradictory circumstances in relief. 
 
B. Domestic Violence 
 
       As Cuba's revolutionary program unfolded, the FMC anticipated that domestic violence 
would cease with changed material conditions. [FN56] Women, it was argued, had achieved 
economic security *231 and thus no longer would be held hostage to violent or unwanted rela-
tionships because of financial dependency on men. [FN57] However, over time and with the rec-
ognition of the persistence of violence against women, the FMC, as well as other activists and 
scholars, urged greater attention to the issue. [FN58] Cuban feminists and scholars identified the 
social construction of gender roles among the factors that contributed to domestic violence and to 
the social and political problems that women continued to face. [FN59] As time passed, women 
in Cuba, like their counterparts elsewhere, began to engage in the politics of identity as a means 
to achieve full status in all realms of their public and private lives. [FN60] Matters relating to 
gender-based violence were no longer considered “mere subtexts of ‘real’ economic problems.” 
[FN61] 
 
       Women were successful in achieving the space for debate and a greater political acknowl-
edgment of the problems of gender-based violence as a consequence of a number of circum-
stances. One scholar has suggested that women formed within Cuban Revolutionary rhetoric re-
lied on the very public discourse that elevated the importance of women to the revolution as an 
opportunity “to defy constraining premises of femininity that kept them for many years in subor-
dinated positions.” [FN62] Others have observed that, in the 1990s, the channels of civil society 
were opened in ways that created favorable circumstances for feminist activity. [FN63] Regard-
less of the reasons, by the early 1990s, women's groups and scholars were beginning to examine 
publicly the problem of domestic violence. [FN64] Researchers undertook surveys and dissemi-
nated their research findings about the character of gender-based violence and its *232 conse-
quences. [FN65] Cuba created a multi-disciplinary research team as well as working groups to 
develop policies addressing domestic violence. [FN66] 
 
       This period of a new public consciousness about the enduring nature of domestic violence 
emerged around the time that Cuba declared a “Special Period in Time of Peace” in the early 
1990s in response to the economic crisis prompted by the demise of the Soviet Union, its key 
trading partner and provider of subsidies. [FN67] Cuba responded to the loss of Soviet support 
with efforts to establish and improve international relationships, and to seek new economic ties 
and foreign investors. [FN68] The government also introduced political reforms as well as do-
mestic economic adaptations as a means to weather the crisis and fend off internal collapse. 
[FN69] 
 
       It was in this changing global setting that the United States seized new opportunities to fur-
ther increase pressure on Cuba by enacting the Cuban Democracy Act of 1992 (Torricelli Act) 
[FN70] for the stated purpose of “wreak[ing] havoc on the island.” [FN71] In response to Cuban 
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efforts to reenter the global economy, the Torricelli Act sought to assume extraterritorial author-
ity and prohibited third-country subsidiaries of U.S. companies from doing business with Cuba. 
[FN72] It *233 authorized the President to impose sanctions, including cutting aid and debt relief 
on any country that traded with or assisted Cuba. [FN73] 
 
       In Cuba, U.S. sanctions were perceived and experienced as a threat to national security and 
contributed to a heightened sense of national crisis. Many Cubans--men and women alike--were 
concerned that their grievances against the state would erode national solidarity or, at the least, 
be perceived as undermining morale and confidence in the state. [FN74] Thus, efforts to examine 
state practices regarding domestic violence were dampened by the perceived need to maintain 
national consensus in the face of an external threat. [FN75] Feminists were more inclined to de-
fend their gains than to advance new initiatives. [FN76] The leadership of the FMC, concerned 
about proffering critiques deemed divisive during a time when “Cuban exiles based in Florida 
were already discussing what policies to implement following their return to power,” as well as 
other feminists similarly troubled, faced a dilemma as to how to proceed. [FN77] 
 
       Cuban feminists and scholars nonetheless continued to address the issue of domestic vio-
lence, but instead of formulating the problem as one located within the boundaries of the Cuban 
state, began to frame it as a global problem of epidemic proportions to which the Cuban people 
could not be immune. [FN78] They seized new opportunities that arose during a period of 
heightened internationalism and the burgeoning development of gender-based human rights 
norms. They made use of the ways that Cuba extended its international relations in an effort to 
recover losses from the collapse of the socialist bloc. [FN79] *234 Indeed, increased interna-
tional relations were not confined to the economic sphere. Cubans also inserted themselves into 
various international and transnational exchanges on issues pertaining to the rights of women. 
Cuban women participated in international conferences hosted in Havana and abroad. [FN80] 
International organizations, including United Nations programs, opened offices in Havana. 
[FN81] Cubans participated in transnational feminist networks and attended the Latin American 
Encuentros, which functioned as sites of debate around feminist issues of the day. [FN82] Cu-
bans also participated in the international Non-Aligned Movement, which grappled with issues 
relating to women's status during this period. [FN83] Caught up in the zeitgeist of feminist inter-
nationalism, much of which functioned around a discourse related to domestic violence, Cubans 
were able to use the politics of human rights as a way to expand opportunities to challenge the 
status quo without impugning the stature of patria. [FN84] 
 
       Cubans writing on the topic of gender-based violence therefore attributed the obligation to 
address domestic violence as one arising from international solidarity and participation in the 
global realm, rather than a response to a problem within the boundaries of the state. [FN85] Re-
search papers that addressed domestic violence in Cuba often pointed to the commitments arising 
out of U.N. International Conferences on Women and the Convention to End Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) as the basis for Cuban feminist advocacy, *235 scholarly inquiry, 
and suggestions for reforms. [FN86] In fact, when Granma, the official government newspaper, 
discussed the problem of domestic violence in Cuba, the lead paragraph reported global statistics 
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while noting that such violence affected women in every country throughout the world. [FN87] 
 
       With these strategic developments, efforts to address domestic violence moved forward. The 
National Commission on Prevention and Social Attention (Comisiones de Prevención y Atención 
Social) (CPAS) trained Cuban officials in matters relating to gender violence. [FN88] CPAS also 
coordinated community organizations to conduct workshops and media campaigns to promote 
awareness and intervention in cases of domestic violence, with a focus on gender equality in 
spousal relationships. [FN89] The Center for Psychological and Sociological Research (Centro 
de Investigaciones Psicológicas y Sociológicas) (CIPS) developed curricular programs and train-
ing sessions for parents on the prevention of violent behavior within the family, including the 
disruption of gender-determined power dynamics. [FN90] Government agencies began to treat 
domestic violence as a public health problem and urged families and communities to re-examine 
patterns of patriarchal culture. [FN91] 
 
       These circumstances serve as an example of the ways that the internationalization of femi-
nist human rights norms pertaining to domestic violence created the spaces of autonomy so that 
such norms could be adapted to the material and political conditions of those who sought to in-
voke their rights. By framing gender violence as a type of international human rights transgres-
sion to which all nations in good standing must respond, activists created strategic opportunities 
to mediate the tension between gender interests and group or nationalist consciousnesses that 
may have otherwise discouraged public claims of harm. 
 
        *236 But it must also be reiterated that globalized feminism functions at the local level, 
where history, defense of nationality, and national character intersect with transnationalism. Al-
though Cubans successfully reframed domestic violence as an issue that transcended the territo-
rial state, and despite international and transnational influences, if not pressures, to emulate the 
paradigmatic criminalization response to domestic violence, Cubans did not, in their quest for 
solutions, abandon the theoretical developments that reflect Cuban culture. Cuba stands apart 
from most other nations with regard to domestic violence responses as distinguished by the ab-
sence of a call for more stringent applications of criminal laws. [FN92] Clotilde Proveyer 
Cervantes, one of Cuba's most prominent experts in domestic violence, explains this difference 
and argues that legal sanctions must be the “last rung of the ladder”--that is, the last resort. 
[FN93] She has insisted that “criminal treatment is not the solution;” rather, the answer lies in 
“build[ing] other models of masculinity and femininity that are not conflicting.” [FN94] Cubans 
instead emphasize social controls to mitigate gender-based violence through the development of 
social, capital, and community participatory mechanisms, as well as legal responses that mandate 
continued research and social services initiatives to the range of gender equality issues. [FN95] 
These viewpoints reflect a particular approach to Cuban criminology, one that invokes human 
dignity and reconcilability as the premises of an approach to domestic violence. [FN96] 
 

III. THE GENDERED PROCESSES OF GLOBAL CAPITALISM 
 
       The globalization of feminism enabled Cuban women to employ strategies to reduce the 
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possibilities of creating a false dichotomy between national interests or identities and gender in-
terests or identities. International relationships and transnational networks facilitated the devel-
opment of broader discourses around issues of concern to Cuban women. At the same time, the 
consequences of a dominant neoliberal global political economy have contributed to the *237 
reversal of some gains and created disproportionate burdens borne by Cuban women in day-to-
day life. These setbacks confirm feminist scholarship that has argued that globalization is not a 
gender-neutral phenomenon. [FN97] Women throughout the world have disproportionately suf-
fered bleak working conditions, forced migration, sex and labor trafficking, changes to family 
structures, and violence as a consequence of the processes of global capitalism. [FN98] 
 
       Much of the literature on gendered globalization has focused on women as subordinated 
workers in export zones and transnational factories in what has been described as “the South, the 
Third World, or in ‘peripheral’ or ‘developing’ countries.” [FN99] Scholars have also studied 
those countries that have transitioned from socialist economies to capitalist economies. [FN100] 
Although Cuba is differently situated and has maintained its ideological commitment to an egali-
tarian project, it too has been significantly impacted by the global rise of neoliberal capitalism in 
ways that have disproportionately burdened women. [FN101] Political-economic crises have re-
sulted in the reinscription of gendered roles within households. [FN102] The hardships occa-
sioned by migration-as-survival strategies have had a particular impact on women and families. 
[FN103] *238 Currently, women face the threat of the reversal of economic opportunities as 
Cuba drastically reforms its economy. 
 
A. Global Neoliberal Capitalism and the Social Reproduction of Households 
 
       Nancy Fraser has written about the impact that the political-economic developments of the 
late twentieth century had on a transnational feminism once “committed to taming markets and 
promoting egalitarianism” that flourished through the 1960s and 1970s. [FN104] She states: 
 

        By 1989, however, history seemed to have bypassed that political project. A decade of 
conservative rule in much of Western Europe and North America, capped by the fall of 
Communism in the East, miraculously breathed new life into free-market ideologies previ-
ously given up for dead. Resurrected from the historical dustbin, “neoliberalism” author-
ized a sustained assault on the very idea of egalitarian redistribution. [FN105] 

       The “assault” that Fraser describes has largely been a function of the dominance of the 
United States and the institutions it controls, including the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). [FN106] These circumstances have impacted Cuba notwithstanding the 
government's commitment to a socialist project and its efforts to maintain a political economy 
distinct from global capitalism. Although Cuba has not been directly affected by the commands 
of the International Monetary Fund and World Bank to introduce structural adjustment programs, 
the government has been the focus of *239 U.S. determination to obstruct and undermine its very 
existence for having turned the capitalist paradigm on its head, something for which Cuba would 
never be forgiven. [FN107] The Torricelli Act of 1992, notwithstanding the economic harm it 
caused, did not fully achieve its desired results, and thus, the United States introduced yet an-
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other embargo-related statute, the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity Act of 1996 (Helms-
Burton Act), in pursuit of never-ending hopes of accelerating the Cuban government's demise. 
[FN108] The new law further expanded the extraterritorial reach of the embargo and prohibited 
the importation of any products, including goods “made or derived in whole or in part of any ar-
ticle which is the growth, produce, or manufacture of Cuba.” [FN109] Congress instructed the 
executive branch to exercise its authority to prevent Cuba's membership in international financial 
institutions and the Organization of the Americas. [FN110] International financial institutions 
that engaged in financial transactions with Cuba would suffer a forfeit of payment by the United 
States, an effective incentive to comply with U.S. embargo demands. [FN111] The embargo con-
tinues today, and Cuba remains on the “state-sponsored terrorist” list although recently released 
U.S. diplomatic cables demonstrate that there is no factual basis to support such categorization. 
[FN112] 
 
        *240 The lack of access to international financing severely limited Cuba's integration into 
the global economy and prevented it from offsetting the loss of its trading partners. [FN113] To 
be sure, Cubans have contributed to the weaknesses of their economic conditions. But as 
Boaventura de Sousa Santos has observed, “Cuba is perhaps the only country in the world where 
external conditions are not an alibi for leaders' incompetence or corruption but a cruel and deci-
sive fact.” [FN114] To put it differently, as historian Louis A. Pérez has written, “All that is 
American imperialism has been practiced in Cuba.” [FN115] 
 
       Miren Uriarte, who has studied the consequences of the U.S. embargo on Cuba, found 
 

        Cuba's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was reduced by one-third between 1989 and 
1993; import capacity plunged by 75 percent; and the availability of energy was halved. As 
a result, agricultural production practically stopped, leading to serious food shortages and a 
decrease of 30 percent in the average caloric intake between 1990 and 1995. Fuel shortages 
affected industrial production, transportation, and the availability of electricity. The lack of 
availability of raw materials halted the production of medicines, clothing, and other prod-
ucts for the domestic market and depressed significantly Cuba's export industries. [FN116] 

       Although Cuba, through a mixture of internal and external political and economic strategies, 
had in fact partially recovered from the collapse of the Soviet Union, economic conditions fur-
ther deteriorated in 2008 when three successive hurricanes hit the island, affecting more than 
60% of the country. [FN117] At the same time, Cuba, like the rest of the world, suffered the con-
sequence of the recent *241 global economic crisis. One study describes the devastating impact 
of these circumstances on infrastructure and food production: 
 

        Ultimately, the Cuban government estimated that the damage caused by the trio of 
Category-Four hurricanes in 2008 was more than US$10 billion--nearly one-fifth of Cuba's 
annual GDP. Most provinces sustained extensive damage to their housing, roads, local in-
dustry, and electrical systems. The food system and the agricultural infrastructure were par-
ticularly devastated; all sectors of production--fruits, vegetables/tubers, grains, poultry, and 
swine--reported significant losses. What was not destroyed by winds and hard rains was 
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damaged by sea surges that accompanied the hurricanes or floods that followed them. 
Moreover, with Ike alone, an estimated 4,000 metric tons of reserve foodstuffs were lost 
due to damage to storage facilities. [FN118] 

       It is these circumstances that have unfolded in ways that have disproportionately burdened 
women. Boaventura de Sousa Santos notes the importance of a comparative context and explains 
that “[i]n Cuban society, unequal relations of power are different from those existing in capitalist 
societies, but they do exist (even if weaker).” [FN119] To be sure, women in Cuba have entered 
the workforce and have, in significant numbers, occupied professions historically limited to men. 
[FN120] However, gendered hierarchies have never been fully eradicated in the home, notwith-
standing efforts to dismantle traditional roles within household and family assigned by sex. 
[FN121] 
 
       The day-to-day lives of families are often immediately and significantly impacted by eco-
nomic crises of the type Cuba has experienced. [FN122] The persistence of socially constructed 
norms that emphasize the assignment of the tasks of social reproduction of the household to 
women has meant that women have experienced the *242 pressures of securing food and other 
household necessities that have been in limited supply. [FN123] The processes of assuring health 
and hygiene in the home, transportation to day care or school, and other family chores have been 
complicated by shortages of all household items and fuel, thus exponentially increasing the 
working hours of women. [FN124] Household appliances that cannot be repaired for lack of 
parts, together with regular power outages, have made chores such as cooking, laundry, and 
cleaning, more labor intensive. [FN125] Tampons, sanitary napkins, and contraceptives, have, at 
times, been in short supply. [FN126] 
 
       The burdens are often so time-consuming that some women have abandoned paid work and 
social participation in mass organizations outside the home. [FN127] Others, for the first time, 
took on additional employment in order to provide for basic household needs. [FN128] Based on 
studies of households in Havana, researchers report that while fathers assist with child care re-
sponsibilities, women rely on mothers, daughters, or other female relatives for assistance in 
meeting daily family needs and with household work. [FN129] They also report that women re-
stricted their own caloric intake as a means to assure that other family members had sufficient 
food. [FN130] Economic strain has led to rising divorce rates. [FN131] These circumstances 
have exacerbated the tension between the ongoing efforts to achieve gender equity in all facets of 
public and private life and the obligations to maintain family well-being. 
 
       Cubans have attempted to respond to these developments first and foremost by strengthening 
systems that protect vulnerable populations. [FN132] Cubans have encouraged new means to 
adapt to the harsh economic conditions, including creative and environmentally sound methods 
of agricultural productivity and alternative medical *243 treatments. [FN133] Many of the ef-
forts to strengthen the safety net have been directed towards women. The Ministry of Public 
Health, in collaboration with other health sector entities and local governments, created programs 
to address the nutritional needs of at-risk pregnant women (hogares maternos), and to provide 
preventive education and other social services for pregnant women and their young children. 
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[FN134] Municipalities coordinated with government workplace centers to assure that at-risk 
women were provided a minimum of one free meal every day. [FN135] The FMC initiated new 
programs targeted at women and their circumstances to mitigate the gendered impact of the eco-
nomic crisis. [FN136] Women's centers were established throughout the island, staffed with law-
yers, social workers, health educators, and mental health professionals. [FN137] Social work bri-
gades were created to protect women's employment and assist with job training. [FN138] Cuban 
feminists have engaged in research projects to study how best to ameliorate the impact of the 
embargo on the lives of Cuban women. [FN139] 
 
       Women with primary responsibilities for domestic work boast about their abilities to crea-
tively strategize as “domestic ‘experts”’ in order to keep their households functioning despite the 
crisis of scarcity. [FN140] Indeed, these sentiments are expressed by Rosa Elena Simeon, the 
former Minister of Science, Technology, and the Environment, who commented about the role of 
women in sustainable development: “One day we will have to build a monument to the special 
period, because it has forced us to find truly sustainable ways to meet our food, energy and 
medical needs.” [FN141] Collective initiatives consistent with Cuba's participatory culture have 
been integral to the overall plan of action. [FN142] However, *244 notwithstanding the pride and 
purposefulness with which Cubans have attempted to confront the challenge of economic crisis, 
gendered roles have been further reinscribed in Cuban households as women bear the brunt of 
the day-to-day consequences of the crisis. [FN143] 
 
B. Gendered Migration Strategies 
 
       The consequences of Cuba's economic crisis as a function of its relations with the United 
States as well as global fiscal upheaval have had gendered repercussions in the realm of migra-
tion. To begin with, it is important to recognize that Cuba-U.S. migration has been a constant 
feature of the Cuban condition, both as cause and consequence of U.S. policy. [FN144] The first 
wave of migration from 1959 to 1969 consisted principally of Cubans associated with the Batista 
regime--upper-middle class Cubans who lost property--and individuals who feared retribution 
because of their collaboration with the failed Bay of Pigs. [FN145] The United States then im-
plemented a course of action designed to promote internal rebellion by exacerbating economic 
adversity, but such efforts instead produced migration abroad. [FN146] Families with young 
children were targeted through the CIA sponsored Pedro Pan Operación (Peter Pan Operation) 
designed to frighten parents with false rumors of military conscription and indoctrination of chil-
dren by the Cuban government. [FN147] The United States also adopted what can only be de-
scribed as an exceptional immigration policy for Cubans in the form of the Cuban Refugee Act 
(Cuban Adjustment Act), which allowed Cubans to apply for permanent residency one year after 
arrival, without paying fees and without having to leave the country to apply, regardless of their 
status on arrival. [FN148] Thereafter, waves of *245 Cuban immigrants who could take advan-
tage of lenient immigration laws have entered the United States for reasons similar to those of 
the majority of people who leave their home countries: family reunification and economic neces-
sity. [FN149] Cubans benefited from U.S. immigration laws that were exclusively created for 
and applied to Cubans--privileges, it should be noted, that were afforded in service of U.S. for-
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eign policy. [FN150] 
 
       As a consequence of migration and the desire of Cuban families in the United States to assist 
the families they left behind, a flow of foreign exchange and goods allowed many Cubans who 
remained on the island to survive the very sanctions designed to topple the Cuban government. 
[FN151] In response, U.S. policy increased its restrictions on travel and remittances to Cuba. 
[FN152] The net effect of U.S. laws and regulations designed to weaken the Cuban government 
was to adversely affect families. [FN153] And while the Obama administration recently liberal-
ized travel and remittances to Cuba, relations between the United States and Cuba remain other-
wise unchanged. [FN154] The *246 embargo continues to the detriment of families and commu-
nities on both sides of the Florida Straits. [FN155] 
 
       As a consequence of U.S. migration and remittance laws, Cuban migration patterns have 
contributed to the development of a unique, binational family system. The impact of travel and 
remittance restrictions has acted to deny Cuban families who have left the island the ability to 
fulfill commitments to family members who remained. [FN156] The burdens have been pro-
nounced given that family is “the most important social unit in the life of Cubans.” [FN157] 
“Familism” is the basic structure of Cuban society and includes not only nuclear and extended 
family but friends, neighbors, and communities who represent fictive kin. [FN158] Family iden-
tity with Cuba attaches even to those individuals who emigrated before the age of one--they of-
ten consider visits to Cuba as visiting home. [FN159] 
 
       Migration and remittance constraints have had a particularly gendered impact. First, it is im-
portant to note that vast numbers of Cuban women have emigrated. [FN160] Cuban women have 
participated in all successive waves of Cuban immigration, and, in some periods *247 have com-
prised the majority of émigrés to the United States. Currently, women continue to exceed the 
number of males who have migrated. [FN161] 
 
       The status and experiences of Cuban women prior to migration reveal many of the reasons 
for their decisions to leave and the unique circumstances of their migration. The majority of 
women emigrated in their early adulthood, and their decisions to leave were formed by the proc-
esses and social structures of the revolution that emphasized social mobility and equality for 
women. [FN162] It is reasonable to expect that their decisions to migrate would reflect the gen-
dered dimension of their social formation. [FN163] Indeed, sociologist Marta Núñez-Sarmiento, 
who has studied Cuban women's migration patterns, observes that Cuban women, who were pos-
sessed of a sense of preparedness and independence, emigrated in greater numbers than men in 
part because two decades of economic crises “paralyzed the trend of extending social equality” 
and arrested the social mobility Cuban women had enjoyed throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 
1980s. [FN164] She found that Cuban women were unwilling to delay the progress they had en-
joyed in Cuba but that had come to a halt as a consequence of economic circumstances. [FN165] 
 
       Cuban women's migration experiences have been shaped by gains they achieved in their 
home country in the realm of gender equality. [FN166] Cuban women “took within them peculi-
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arities in their gender ideology gained in Cuba.” [FN167] Two-thirds of the women in Núñez-
Sarmiento's study had migrated alone, unaccompanied by a male partner and without a male 
partner waiting for them in their destination countries. [FN168] Notwithstanding their senses of 
independence and self-determination, and their assumptions that they would be able to continue 
to advance their social mobility, Cuban women's expectations were unmet and most experienced 
disappointment on arrival to the United States. [FN169] They faced greater difficulties than their 
male counterparts in obtaining employment *248 commensurate with their education and train-
ing. [FN170] Many women were forced to work more than one job and reported salary discrimi-
nation and poor working conditions. [FN171] 
 
       Second, Cuban women have been impacted by the phenomenon of remittances. Although 
gendered relationships between migrants and their families and communities of origin have been 
inadequately studied, sufficient data exists to enable a comparison of the pattern of remittances 
between men and women and, in turn, the consequences of such patterns. Because women gen-
erally attach greater importance to family or are otherwise expected to fulfill family obligations, 
they tend to remit more funds and goods to families in countries of origin compared to men. 
[FN172] Women are more motivated to remit specifically for the purposes of alleviating family 
hardships compared to men, who often remit as a matter of investment interests, that is to say, in 
function of self-interest. [FN173] 
 
       Several researchers have examined the gendered pattern of remittances to Cuba as a conse-
quence of migration. [FN174] Cuban women, like their counterparts elsewhere, enact their sense 
of obligation to their families by sending remittances to families who remain behind. [FN175] 
Studies confirm that Cuban women have entered the wage-labor force in significant numbers 
upon arrival to destination countries, and reportedly conceive of workforce participation as an 
opportunity to help family on the island. [FN176] Cuban women were more likely than Cuban 
men to send funds to nonimmigrant families. [FN177] Women were also more likely than men to 
*249 send goods as well as money. [FN178] Moreover, Cuban women remit more over time than 
their male counterparts as a reflection of their long-term commitment to families back home. 
[FN179] The effect of family giving is significant: the 2000 Havana survey conducted to assess, 
among other matters, the impact of remittances on families, described such assistance as making 
a “tremendous” contribution to reducing poverty. [FN180] 
 
       These studies demonstrate the degree to which the gendered impacts of migration are a con-
sequence of the global phenomenon of socially constructed sex roles, whereby women are 
charged with maintaining households and family well-being. They also reveal contradictory gen-
dered migration consequences, especially in the realm of remittances to Cuba and the impact on 
women. As noted above, studies on the behavior of Cuban remitters demonstrate that women 
tend to remit more consistently and to a greater number of family members. [FN181] However, 
they earn lower levels of income in the United States than men and thus have less disposable in-
come to remit. [FN182] The fact that women remit more suggests that they may place them-
selves in greater economic hardship than their male counterparts. [FN183] 
 



41 UBALR 221 Page 15
41 U. Balt. L. Rev. 221 

© 2012 Thomson Reuters. No Claim to Orig. US Gov. Works. 

       The Cuban migration experience shares much in common with migration from other coun-
tries. Women leave in order to support their families and regularly remit funds out of a sense of 
obligation and deep family commitments. They contribute to household stability and, in the case 
of Cuba, to the recovery of nation. Their sense of social mobility, however, sets them apart from 
their female counterparts elsewhere, both as a cause and consequence of migration. 
 
C. Gender in the New Cuban Economy 
 
       1. “Available” Workers and Self-Employment: Current Reforms. 
 
       As a consequence of the economic crisis that had reached grave proportions, in October 
2010, the Cuban government formally *250 announced dramatic reforms with regard to eco-
nomic structures. Two decrees published on October 1 and October 8, 2010 in Gaceta Oficial, 
the mechanism by which the Cuban government communicates new legal measures and policies, 
proclaimed the need to establish new procedures in order to maximize profitability and efficien-
cies in the Cuban economy. [FN184] The government set forth means for accomplishing these 
goals and declared that each state-owned economic enterprise would be required to reevaluate its 
organizational structures. [FN185] In order to achieve new levels of competitiveness, the state 
government determined that up to one million Cuban workers would have to leave the formal 
Cuban economy (500,000 in the first six months), which, as of the date of the decrees, employed 
eighty-five percent of the national workforce. [FN186] Cuban workers discharged from state 
jobs were declared to be “available workers” (trabajadores disponibles), were simultaneously 
authorized to engage in various forms of self-employment (trabajo por cuenta propria) that were 
previously prohibited, and were, for the first time, granted authority to hire employees. [FN187] 
The government repealed or modified laws that previously prohibited or otherwise strictly regu-
lated such employment. [FN188] It created new systems for paying taxes and borrowing money, 
social security for self-employed workers, and a new pension system. [FN189] The government 
also issued regulations *251 intended to provide a framework for determining how each enter-
prise would downsize its workforce and published various instructions with methods for calculat-
ing the means to achieve new standards of efficiency. [FN190] 
 
       Notwithstanding, or perhaps because of, the detail with which the Cuban government at-
tempted to undertake such historic changes, the new edicts with regard to layoffs have failed to 
sufficiently materialize, if at all. [FN191] The regulations for determining which workers are to 
be made “available” are complex and met with resistance early on, including legal challenges. 
[FN192] To further complicate matters, the state failed to repeal certain laws that conflicted with 
the new decrees, including laws that required a certain minimum number of workers per job. 
[FN193] Layoffs have yet to occur, and newspaper interviews suggest that the new economic 
program has been thwarted by resistance and a failure to establish sufficiently clear guidelines. 
[FN194] 
 
       The government's reluctance to move forward with the decrees until there can be further 
clarification of the process is more than warranted. New reforms suggest an end to the Cuban 
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government's covenant with its people to provide full employment notwithstanding its assurances 
that the new reforms would not change Cuba's socialist character and its promises that no one 
would be left behind. [FN195] Officials are now wary of proceeding with the restructuring of the 
economy given the many deficiencies and omissions of the plan. [FN196] Instead, the official 
Cuban newspaper, Granma, has published stories encouraging Cubans to meet and debate 
throughout the country. [FN197] However hesitant the government may be to move forward, of-
ficials *252 continue to insist that such changes are necessary for the well-being of the nation. 
[FN198] 
 
       Although the proposed layoffs have yet to materialize, the government reports that over 
300,000 Cubans have applied for self-employment licenses and over 200,000 have received 
them. [FN199] Cafeterias, beauty salons, clothing stands, and newly planted privately owned 
farms are the types of enterprises that have been approved thus far. [FN200] As the process has 
unfolded, individuals have complained about the complexity of and lack of specificity about the 
process. [FN201] Taxes, the high costs of procuring licenses, and the limits on profits serve as 
disincentives and limit the possibility of building flourishing enterprises. [FN202] In addition, 
many Cubans have complained about the inability to procure the raw materials or products nec-
essary to keep their businesses in steady operation. [FN203] These are indeed significant chal-
lenges, many of which the Cuban government has tried to mitigate. [FN204] But perhaps among 
the most significant are *253 concerns regarding the degree to which the new economy may dis-
advantage women. 
 
       2. The Gendered Impact of the New Economy 
 
       The long-term impact of the reforms and the consequences for women's work and gender 
equality remain to be seen. However, during the Special Period, Cuba previously experimented 
with private economy employment and enacted a law in 2007 that provided additional opportuni-
ties for self-employment. [FN205] Thus, some data does exist with regard to the gendered effect 
of self-employment opportunities in Cuba. Moreover, the discourse that has emerged with regard 
to women's opportunities in the new economy and information about the license applications re-
ceived thus far suggest, albeit in contradictory ways, the possible changes to women's status are a 
function of the new reforms. Data from other countries, both developing and developed, further 
informs the making of a prognosis concerning women's economy in Cuba. 
 
       a. Earlier experiments: gender, employment, and the Special Period 
 
       As noted above, during the Special Period, almost two decades prior to the issuance of the 
October 2010 reforms, Cuba introduced domestic economic changes as a means to adapt to the 
loss of its Soviet-bloc trading partners, including experimentation with self-employment and new 
international work assignments for state health care professionals. [FN206] Described then, as 
now, as a set of reforms to further advance socialist goals, as opposed to a shift to capitalist *254 
economic modes, Cuba identified a number of new economic priorities that included the devel-
opment of tourism, acquiring convertible currency and legalizing the U.S. dollar, expanding sup-
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port for foreign investment, promoting medical exports, and legalizing certain forms of self-
employment. [FN207] 
 
       During this period, women were affected in a number of ways. [FN208] First, as a conse-
quence of the development of two economies, one based on the Cuban peso and the other based 
on the dollar, individuals who held highly qualified administrative positions--teachers, health 
care professionals, and scientists-- were obliged to remain in the peso economy. [FN209] Cuban 
women, who comprised the majority of people employed in these positions, had fewer opportu-
nities to acquire hard currency unless they abandoned their chosen professions--which, in fact, 
many of them did. [FN210] Data from this period demonstrates that women's state salaries were 
insufficient to keep up with the cost of living and that many household necessities were unavail-
able in Cuban pesos. [FN211] The equitable salary structure that Cubans had enjoyed vanished. 
[FN212] 
 
       An examination of the circumstances of Cuban health care professionals sets in relief the 
contradictory outcomes that characterize gender and the new economy in Cuba. In the early 
2000s, Cuba began to engage in international medical missions and sent teams of health care 
workers abroad as an expression of solidarity with less developed countries, while charging be-
low-market rates that nonetheless allowed Cuba to earn much needed hard *255 currency. 
[FN213] Many health care professionals, the majority of whom were women, were assigned in-
ternational posts. [FN214] They left family and community behind and were expected to do so as 
an expression of solidarity. [FN215] Those doctors and nurses who remained in Cuba, the major-
ity of whom were women, increased their workload as they endeavored to meet the demands of 
Cubans who were accustomed to regular and easy access to medical care. [FN216] 
 
       Doctors on international missions were paid a set amount in Cuban pesos and were expected 
to “get by” regardless of fluctuating economic conditions at their worksites. [FN217] In one in-
terview, the family member of a doctor who was in her second year of a three-year rotation 
abroad explained that her daughter often had to rely on newly-formed networks in the country 
where she worked, due to both delays in the receipt of her pay issued by the Cuban government 
as well as the insufficiency in amount. [FN218] Nonetheless, the family expressed great pride 
relating to their daughter's position and the contributions she made toward international health 
and observed that the position of a Cuban doctor abroad often carried with it an assignment of 
moral superiority and material privilege by way of donations from foreign patients and their 
families. [FN219] 
 
       The experiences of women who did not hold professional-status positions in the state econ-
omy and who gained access to private enterprises were often less than salutary. Until the latest 
decrees, Cuban regulations prohibited individuals from hiring staff or otherwise relying on the 
labor of others with the exception of family. [FN220] As a consequence of this policy, women 
often worked in family-owned restaurants as cooks, cleaners, or servers. [FN221] Other accounts 
of past experiments with self-employment reveal that the vast majority of productive private en-
terprises were initiated by men. [FN222] In contrast, women who moved from the state economy 
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to *256 the private sector abandoned positions that required a high degree of specialization and 
ability for low-skilled work. [FN223] Studies found that women engaged in self-employment 
activities that were largely domestic in nature: coffee vendors, seamstresses, hairdressers, and 
cooks. [FN224] Indeed, a study undertaken by the Center for Psychological and Sociological In-
vestigation (CIPS) determined that self-employment opportunities favored men while disadvan-
taging women. [FN225] These early experiences with self-employment, although reflecting a 
different set of laws and regulations than promulgated by the most recent decrees, nonetheless 
raise concerns as to how women will fare in the new economy. 
 
       b. Current reform: gender indicators 
 
       Although complications and lack of clarity have delayed Cuba's new reform efforts, there 
are indicators that the current move toward self-employment will have gendered repercussions. 
One the one hand, women who occupy certain professional positions, including teaching and 
health care, will not be able to seek self-employment in those fields as they are not included in 
the list of self-employment alternatives. [FN226] Although these individuals may not face lay-
offs, they are constrained economically as a result of the limitations of the peso economy. On the 
other hand, the women who comprise eighty percent of administrative and management positions 
will be disproportionately harmed by the new reforms because it is precisely those positions that 
are targeted for elimination. [FN227] 
 
       Cuban women have been alert to the possibilities that the new economy will result in new 
hardships. Women were the primary force behind the challenges to the implementation of the 
“reordimiento laboral” and were successful in delaying the process for layoffs as a consequence 
of litigation in Cuban courts. [FN228] Experts have already expressed concerns about the in-
creasing number of *257 women who have moved into traditional gender-stereotyped employ-
ment with fewer opportunities for income and growth, especially in the area of food and coffee 
vendors who sell their goods in the streets. [FN229] Within days of the publication of the Octo-
ber 1st decree, an article appeared in a newsletter written by and for Cuban women entitled The 
Challenge of the Self-Employed (El Retrato de Trabajar Por Cuenta Propia). [FN230] The article 
noted that although the government offered official assurances that the reforms would not burden 
or discriminate against women, women faced greater dangers of un- and underemployment. 
[FN231] Furthermore, Cubans have been meeting in workplaces and in neighborhood Commit-
tees in Defense of the Revolution (CDR) meetings to review the decrees and guidelines, and both 
men and women have raised concerns about the ways in which women will be adversely im-
pacted by the changes. [FN232] In late July 2011, the government's official newspaper reported 
on a debate that took place at Cuba's National Assembly devoted to the issue of the incorporation 
of women into self-employment. [FN233] Members expressed concerns regarding the need to 
create sufficient space and recognition for women's efforts in this regard. [FN234] Others have 
raised criticisms about the list of enterprises open to self-employment opportunities for its gen-
dered language, noting that feminine nouns were used to identify jobs traditionally, but not nec-
essarily, held by women. [FN235] 
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       In February 2011, a study of self-employment in Villa Clara found that women were seeking 
licenses to sell food and training for *258 massage therapy, cosmetology, and hair styling. 
[FN236] Other women have disclosed their anxiety about the limited private employment possi-
bilities suitable for women. [FN237] Sociologists on the island who study self-employment and 
women workers have urged women to consider self-employment opportunities other than gen-
der-stereotyped occupations in order not to fall behind. [FN238] 
 
       Not all of the women seeking self-employment are moving from high-skilled or manage-
ment positions to low-skilled domestic work. Many who applied for work licenses are former 
housewives entering the wage-labor force for the first time. [FN239] For many women, self-
employment can be a source of “self-fulfillment, autonomy and control, substantial financial re-
wards, and increased flexibility in balancing work and family demands.” [FN240] And to be 
sure, there are women who have opened up car repair shops or work in construction. [FN241] 
Furthermore, as a means to incorporate women into self-employment, a number of Cuban institu-
tions have begun to urge women to consider agriculture as a means to achieve economic *259 
stability. [FN242] Recently, the official newspaper, Granma, issued a call for women to enter 
into agricultural work as a means to carry out the new economic reforms. [FN243] The article 
observed the rising number of women enrolled in Cuba's Agricultural Polytechnic Institute who 
have gained critical technical skills in the field of agronomy. [FN244] Women were praised for 
their capabilities in all realms of agriculture and for their contribution to the discipline of the 
field. Women students described the scientific aspects of their studies and expressed that agricul-
tural work drew upon intellectual capacities to prepare them as skilled workers. [FN245] How-
ever, women currently comprise a small percentage of agricultural workers notwithstanding ef-
forts by the Association of Cuban Farmers (ANAP) to incorporate women as usufructuaries, an 
initiative that met with little success. [FN246] 
 
       c. Comparative data: gender and self-employment in other countries 
 
       Concerns about the gender impact of new economic reforms, particularly the uncertain con-
sequences of self-employment on the well-being of women, are more than adequately substanti-
ated by the available data. Studies from both developing and developed countries indicate the 
significant differences by gender in the realm of self-employment and demonstrate that opportu-
nities for self-employment are more common for men than women. [FN247] Of additional con-
cern, studies of European Union countries, Eastern Europe, Canada, the United States, and de-
veloping countries note that women who are self-employed earn less than their male counter-
parts, principally because of the nature of the low-paying, service-related enterprises in which 
they engage. [FN248] According to international data, *260 women's self-employment earnings 
are consistently found to be lower than men's income. [FN249] In Canada, women suffer even 
greater disparities in self-employment earnings than in the traditional wage-labor market. 
[FN250] 
 
       Self-employment, particularly in the developing world, is a proxy for informal employment, 
which, in turn, is often associated with rising poverty. [FN251] In Mexico, for example, informal 
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work expanded as a function of poverty, particularly among women who are less likely to enter 
into the informal economy voluntarily and who, like their counterparts elsewhere, are paid less 
than men. [FN252] These employment circumstances fail to improve conditions for women. 
[FN253] 
 
       The crisis of global capitalism has tended to reinforce gender hierarchies in the realm of em-
ployment. [FN254] Some suggest that, in the United States, women face a similar loss of eco-
nomic power and security in the current period of budget cuts and downsizing. [FN255] Recent 
attacks on state employees are predicted to adversely and disproportionately affect women, who 
are over-represented in teaching, secretarial, and clerical positions--employment categories *261 
most likely to suffer the consequences of a diminution of collective bargaining rights. [FN256] 
As male unemployment has started to improve, however slightly, the unemployment rate for 
women is increasing. [FN257] Experts predict that the economic reforms related to the debt-
ceiling package, including cuts to child care and other related programs are likely to dispropor-
tionately harm women. [FN258] Some have described the shift from permanent, secure employ-
ment with adequate wages and benefits to part-time or temporary low-paid work as the feminiza-
tion of the economy. [FN259] These global measures portend disconcerting prospects for Cuban 
women's economic well-being. 
 
       At the same time, however, structural differences serve to set Cuba apart. Cubans will con-
tinue to receive minimally sufficient food rations, free education, housing at no-cost or very low-
cost, and health care. [FN260] As they proceed with the proposed reforms, Cubans are mindful 
of the gains they have achieved as much as they lament their precarious economic condition. 
[FN261] Cubans have been engaged in a period of debate, during which some reforms have been 
delayed while government control of the economy has eased. [FN262] Both the government and 
the citizens seem determined to maintain the basic protections that have been a paradigmatic fea-
ture of the Cuban Revolution. 
 

IV. CONCLUSION 
 
       Feminism and feminist legal theory are mediated through local and global realities. The 
condition of women in Cuba is a function of Cuba's history, characterized by the nineteenth-
century wars of national liberation that were themselves harbingers of the process of decoloniza-
tion of the twentieth century. [FN263] The notable achievements that mark the advancement of 
women's equality can be attributed to *262 the roles women played in such processes as well as 
the Cuban Revolution's commitment to the eradication of all forms of discrimination and efforts 
specifically to address women's issues. [FN264] Many of these changes were facilitated by legal 
responses that were and continue to be constitutive of the political culture and the uniquely Cu-
ban strategies by which progress toward gender equality has been achieved. [FN265] 
 
       While progress for women may be attributed to Cuba's resistance to colonization and global 
capitalism, those very forces have also restricted space for discourse and debate and have dispro-
portionately burdened the day-to-day lives of women. Defense of nation has, at times, dampened 
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down debate. [FN266] Notwithstanding efforts to eradicate gender hierarchies in the home, 
women have always borne the burden of the double-day, made more difficult because of the em-
bargo, devastating hurricanes, Cuba's cumbersome and inefficient centralized economy, and the 
global economic crisis that has spared no country. [FN267] 
 
       The challenge for Cuba is to respond to global economic crises and the ongoing impact of 
the U.S. embargo without reversing the achievements for women. To be sure, the reforms have 
fostered public debate. [FN268] Women and men have been alert to the ways that the new econ-
omy may negatively affect the gains women have achieved. [FN269] Cubans continually assess 
the potential for a reversal of gains and are conscious of the ways reforms may limit opportuni-
ties for women. [FN270] Notwithstanding the uncertainty and anxiety brought on by the October 
2010 decrees, women continue to express guarded optimism for the project of economic reform 
and a desire to implement these changes with discipline and creativity. [FN271] 
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